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Abstract:

Background: As artificial intelligence (Al) becomes increasingly embedded in digital marketing,
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) face both opportunities and challenges. While Al enables
enhanced efficiency and data-driven strategies, concerns remain regarding its potential to replace
human creativity. Previous studies have primarily emphasized automation and productivity,
leaving a gap in understanding how Al might support rather than replace creative marketing

processes in SMEs facing resource limitations.

Purpose: The study investigates how Al can be integrated by SME marketing teams to support
and enhance creativity instead of simply automating tasks. By focusing on creativity as a strategic
asset, the research explores the relationship between Al tools and human innovation in digital
marketing, contributing to both practical and theoretical understandings of AI’s creative potential

in smaller businesses.

Method: A qualitative research approach was adopted using an interpretivist paradigm. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with eight marketing professionals working in SMEs and
with experience using Al tools. Thematic analysis was employed to identify patterns and insights,

guided by Amabile’s Componential Theory of Creativity as the theoretical framework.



Conclusion: Findings reveal that Al acts as a valuable creative assistant, supporting ideation,
enhancing productivity, and enabling experimentation. However, the effectiveness of Al
integration depends on thoughtful implementation, ethical transparency, and the preservation of
human judgment and emotional sensitivity. The study extends Amabile’s theory by
conceptualizing Al as an external environmental factor that can enhance skills, creativity related
processes, and task motivation when appropriately managed. This research contributes to closing
the literature gap on SME specific Al adoption and highlights the importance of balancing

technological efficiency with human originality in the age of intelligent marketing tools.
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1 Introduction

This section introduces the rise of artificial intelligence (Al) in marketing, exploring its role in
reshaping business strategies, particularly for small and medium enterprises (SMEs). The chapter
outlines the challenges SMEs face in adapting to Al technologies, while also emphasizing the
opportunities Al presents for improving marketing efficiency and creativity. By highlighting the
evolving use of Al tools, this background sets the stage for the research question, which will guide

the investigation into how SMEs can leverage Al to enhance their marketing strategies.

1.1 Background

1.1.1 Al in SMEs

Artificial intelligence (Al) is shaping the future of marketing by influencing how marketers
communicate and create engagements with customers and drive growth (Grewal et al., 2024). With
the growing availability of customer-level data, Al tools have opened new possibilities in digital
marketing (Tauheed et al., 2024). This type of marketing, defined by Desai (2019), uses internet-
based channels such as search engines, social media, email and websites to connect with customers
and together with Al analyzing information (Tauheed et al., 2024), offering businesses exciting
opportunities to gain deeper insights into consumer behavior (Hamilton, 2023). As the shift from
transactional customer service to creating long-term, meaningful customer relationships continues,
Al has become an essential player in helping businesses navigate these changes (Huang & Rust,

2020).

The integration of Al in digital marketing has led to a dynamic transformation, constantly evolving
as Al technologies advance (Alfouzan, et al., 2024). In business context, the benefits of using Al
are especially understandable in small and medium enterprises (SMEs) (Kshetri, et al., 2024).
While larger corporations certainly benefit from Al, its impact is often more profound for SMEs
(Andriole, 2025). These smaller companies are not only able to make the most of Al tools to stay
competitive but can also do so in a way that is more accessible and cost-effective than larger firms,

which may face more complex and expensive implementations (Andriole, 2025).



For SMEs, Al offers significant advantages due to their relatively smaller budgets and resource
constraints compared to larger corporations (Joensuu-Salo, et al., 2023). Operating with smaller
teams, SMEs must prioritize the efficiency and effectiveness of their marketing efforts (Arce, et
al., 2023). Here, Al-driven tools step in as invaluable assets, streamlining data analysis, forecasting
trends, and even the creative aspects of content generation and idea brainstorming (Arce, et al.,

2023; Das, 2024).

Traditionally, marketing teams had to allocate significant resources to obtain and evaluate
customer and competitor data using smaller data sets, which limited the abilities and efficiency of
their goals (Aljumah et al., 2021). Today, Al allows these tasks to be completed rapidly, freeing up
valuable time for tasks that demand more human expertise (Dai, et al., 2024). By processing large
data files and automating repetitive tasks, Al enables employees and managers of SMEs to focus
on strategic decisions, leaving the routine work to be handled by Al (Hagemann, et al., 2019).
Although AI tools still require human oversight, the amount of time saved is a significant

advantage, improving both efficiency and creativity in marketing campaigns (Dai, et al., 2024).

Al tools also allow SMEs to reallocate resources toward areas that directly engage with customers
such as strategy, customization, and creativity in marketing campaigns (Das, 2024). Creativity in
marketing means doing something different from the usual practices in that product category, like
changing part of the campaign to make it stand out (Greene, 2019). It is not just about coming up
with new ideas but also making sure those ideas bring value to the audience and benefits to both
the seller and the buyer (Greene, 2019). Al has evolved into a creative collaborator, assisting
marketing teams by brainstorming new campaign ideas, generating visual content, and providing
insights that help refine decision-making (Das, 2024). Through historical data, Al can predict
trends, forecast engagement, and assist in market segmentation (Madanchian, 2024), which is the
process of dividing a broad customer base into smaller sub-groups based on shared characteristics,
such as needs, interests, and demographics (Camilleri, 2017). This empowers marketing teams to
create more tailored and relevant content for each segment, ensuring offerings meet the specific

needs of their target audience (Madanchian, 2024).

Traditional marketing strategies, such as TV, radio, and print, are often limited by timing and
availability (Zlatanov & Duricanin, 2023). Al has transformed these approaches, enabling SMEs

to strengthen their market presence and compete more effectively with larger corporations



(Abrokwah-Larbi & Awuku-Larbi, 2023; Rangareddygari, 2024). The integration of Al in
marketing has allowed SMEs to enhance their creative capabilities without needing additional staff

or budget expansions (Joensuu-Salo et al., 2023; Arce et al., 2023).

The application of Al in business is expected to become increasingly critical, serving as a general-
purpose technology (GPT) that will drive productivity and improve competitiveness across all
sectors (Calvino et al., 2023; Huseyn et al., 2024). However, larger organizations, with larger
budgets, can build internal Al capabilities and acquire cutting-edge technologies more quickly,
maintaining a significant advantage over SMEs. Despite this, Al remains a powerful tool for SMEs,
helping them overcome resource constraints and stay competitive in a rapidly changing business

environment (Rozman et al., 2023).

1.1.2  Creativity

Creativity is often defined by three key elements: first, creative thinking, which enables individuals
to imagine and produce new ideas; second, the production itself, which is considered creative when
it is novel and original; and third, its association with certain professions, such as artists or
designers, who use their skills to create innovative work (Akmeraner-Kokat & Pellandini-Simanyi,
2025). In digital marketing, creativity plays a vital role in generating fresh ideas, unique
campaigns, and engaging content. It is often linked to memorable advertisements and viral
campaigns, as well as the ability to think outside the box (Yuniarti et al., 2024). Al has developed
into a powerful creative tool, reshaping traditional approaches and driving industry transformation,
leading businesses to increasingly use Al for task automation, idea analysis, and broadening
creative possibilities (Pagani & Wind, 2024). For this study, creativity is defined as the ability to
generate original ideas or solutions that are relevant and useful in each situation. It involves
discovering connections that others might overlook, thinking beyond the box, and introducing

something new that addresses a need, difficulty, or opportunity.

1.2 Problem discussion and purpose

SMEs face significant challenges when trying to expand their market presence, with previous
research highlighting the potential applications of Al in marketing strategies, while also
acknowledging the limitations SMEs face due to their smaller market size (Arora et al., 2025;
Chang, 2024). Al-driven tools such as large language models (LLMs) (Arora et al., 2025), which

are designed to understand, process, and generate human-like text (Shahzad et al., 2025), are
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increasingly being applied in market research to analyze customer behavior and generate ideas.
However, it is important to address issues like race, gender, and cultural biases in Al-generated
content (Arora et al., 2025). Additionally, Al should complement human expertise, as it cannot be

fully relied upon on its own (Arora et al., 2025).

One noticeable gap in the literature regarding the actual usage and adoption of Al in SMEs,
particularly in areas such as marketing, networking and technology (Schwaeke et al., 2024).
Considering these challenges, it is important to examine the specific difficulties SMEs face in
adopting Al and develop tailored solutions that tackle these issues (Zavodna et al., 2024) since
digitalization has become an essential aspect of modern business for SMEs. To be able to stay
competitive and foster future growth, Al technologies can enable SMEs to streamline operations

and create value (Tominc et al., 2024).

However, the adoption of Al in SMEs is not without its challenges. Despite the promising
applications of Al, SMEs face a range of barriers in implementing these technologies. Research
by Zavodna et al. (2024) identifies key challenges, including lack of trust, insufficient
infrastructure, limited resources, and a lack of skills and knowledge. These barriers are
increasingly growing by the difficulty SMEs face in developing the expertise needed for effective
Al adoption, largely due to resource constraints (Meier et al., 2024). As a result, a significant

digitalization gap exists between SMEs and larger corporations (Huseyn et al., 2024).

In such a case, creativity becomes critical when wanting to differentiate in a competitive
marketplace. Greene (2019) explains that marketing creativity is more than just generating fresh
ideas, it also entails offering something unique within a product category, ensuring that the ideas
resonate with the target audience and bring value to both the consumer and the business. Pagani
and Wind (2024) highlight this particular gap in the literature, emphasizing the necessity for
research into how Al could further enhance creativity in marketing strategies. They propose that
future studies investigate combining Al with qualitative research methodologies, such as open-
ended questions, to gain a better understanding. This approach would allow for a broader
understanding of how AI could improve creative processes in marketing, rather than just

automating tasks (Pagani & Wind, 2024).



1.3 Purpose

The purpose of this research is to explore how SMEs can integrate Al in a way that enhances
creativity, rather than simply automating tasks. Creativity, in the context of digital marketing, is
defined as the ability to generate original ideas or solutions that are relevant, useful, and innovative
(Akmeraner-Kokat & Pellandini-Simanyi, 2025; Yuniarti et al., 2024). This study aims to
investigate how Al can support and foster creative processes within SMEs’ digital marketing
strategies, enabling them to think beyond traditional approaches and drive for example unique,
impactful outcomes. By examining the challenges SMEs face and how they can leverage Al to
boost creativity, this research will contribute valuable insights into balancing automation with

creative exploration in digital marketing.

1.4 Research question

How do SME marketing teams integrate Al in a way that enhances, rather than replaces, creative

processes?

1.5 Definitions

Artificial Intelligence (Al) - Al refers to systems or machines that can perform tasks on their own,
using the information they receive to make decisions, predict outcomes, or provide
recommendations, which can affect both the digital and physical world (European Commission,

2025).

Creativity - Creativity is the ability to generate original, relevant, and useful ideas or solutions that
address specific needs or opportunities, often by thinking outside the box and making connections

others might overlook (Akmeraner-Kokat & Pellandini-Simanyi, 2025; Yuniarti et al., 2024).

Digital marketing - Digital marketing is the use of the internet and digital devices to promote and
sell products or services. It involves reaching customers through channels like search engines,

social media, and email (Desai, 2019).

Generative Al (Gen Al) - A type of computational technique that can create new content such as
text, images, or audio by learning from existing data. It is used in tools like GPT-4, DALL-E 2,
and Copilot, helping people write, design, and answer questions in smarter and more creative ways

(Feuerriegel et al., 2023).
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Large Language Model (LLM) - Advanced Al systems designed to understand, process, and
generate human-like text. Tools like ChatGPT are examples of LLMs, which rely on deep learning
and large datasets to identify patterns in language and perform complex tasks such as the Al tool
ChatGPT uses deep learning and big data to understand language and perform complex tasks

(Shahzad et al., 2025).

Personalization in marketing - Personalization in marketing involves tailoring products, services,
and marketing strategies to meet the specific needs and preferences of individual customers, often

using customer data to deliver more relevant and targeted offerings (Chandra et al., 2022).

Small Medium Enterprises (SMEs) - An enterprise qualifies as a SME if it meets two of the
following criteria: a staff headcount of no more than 250 employees and either an annual turnover
not exceeding EUR 50 million or an annual balance sheet total of no more than EUR 43 million

(European Commission, 2020).

Traditional marketing - Traditional marketing methods include TV ads, radio commercials,
newspaper articles, and direct mail. These tactics can reach many people, but they tend to be
limited by when they show or become available, and they do not allow for immediate feedback or

participation (Zlatanov & DPuri€anin, 2023).
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2 Literature review

This chapter reviews key concepts of Al and its application in SMEs. It outlines Al's evolving role
in marketing, highlighting its impact on business processes and its potential to enhance efficiency
and creativity in SMEs. The section also compares Al adoption in SMEs versus large enterprises,
addressing the challenges SMEs face. Finally, relevant theoretical frameworks are introduced to

guide the study of Al's role in SME marketing strategies.

2.1 What are AI and SMEs

Even now in 2025, Al does not have a concrete definition (European Commission, 2025). Al can
be defined as a “Machine-based system designed to operate with varying levels of autonomy and
that may exhibit adaptiveness after deployment and that, for explicit or implicit objectives, infers,
from the input it receives, how to generate outputs such as predictions, content, recommendations,
or decisions that can influence physical or virtual environments” (European Commission, 2025).
To put it in simpler words, Al is a machine or computer program capable of conducting its work
autonomously to a certain extent. Over time, it is capable of learning and adjusting based on the
information that is provided to it. Once Al receives information, it uses it with previous learnings
to make predictions, create content, or make suggestions that can affect both online spaces and the

real world.

That being said, different countries and institutions define Al differently. While some aspects of
these definitions vary, several elements are shared between the definitions. As an example, the EU,
USA, and OECD (The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development) define Al
technology type as a machine-based system, while the UK states that Al is a technology enabling
a device or software; simultaneously, China considers Al to be a functional unit (Chiappini, 2024).
It is worth mentioning that the definition of Al keeps changing - currently, within the EU, Al is
considered a technology, machine-based system, or functional unit, without explicitly accounting
for software or hardware aspects (European Commission, 2025). However, Al was initially
regarded as software within the EU (Chiappini, 2024), and this has since evolved to align with

broader international interpretations. Despite these variations, Al remains a rapidly advancing
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technological innovation with especially noticeable impacts in the business sector. With the speed
at which it is being developed and implemented across various industries and everyday life, it is
important to learn how to utilize it correctly and efficiently to benefit and gain advantage from it

in a business setting (Gurjar et al., 2024).

The following definition is considered to identify whether an enterprise qualifies to be a small-
medium enterprise or a large enterprise or corporation. According to the “User Guide to the SME
Definition” published by the European Commission (2020), an enterprise qualifies as small-
medium if it fulfills two of the following criteria: staff headcount and annual turnover or annual
balance sheet total. To qualify the staff, counted at an enterprise cannot exceed 250 people, this is
a non-negotiable requirement (European Commission, 2020). The second requirement an
enterprise must fulfill is the monetary requirement, the annual turnover is not allowed to exceed
EUR 50 million or the annual balance sheet total cannot exceed EUR 43 million (European
Commission, 2020). The enterprise can exceed one or the other as it is not required to fulfill both.

These requirements and definitions may differ outside the European Union.

2.2 Al in digital marketing

The development of internet technologies laid the foundation for the advancement of Al, which
began to gain traction in the mid-20th century with the emergence of intelligent machines and the
concept of machine learning (ML) - a process by which computers learn from data to enhance their
decision-making capabilities (Mahesh, 2020). In the current digital landscape, Al is recognized as
a transformative force in marketing, fundamentally altering how organizations interact with
consumers by enabling smarter, data-driven strategies and personalized engagement (Davenport
et al., 2020; Tauheed et al., 2024). Today, Al is undoubtedly one of the most discussed technologies
in digital marketing, offering numerous opportunities for marketers and being used at every stage
- from retailing and strategic decision-making to analyzing customer satisfaction (Jain & Kumar,
2024). The use of Al technologies enhances productivity and efficiency in digital marketing, as
suggested by Tauheed et al. (2024), and one example is algorithm-based machine learning, which
helps evaluate massive datasets, enabling firms to gain deeper insights into consumer behavior,
preferences, and trends. Al is a smart technology that improves various stages of campaign
planning, targeting, and optimization in digital marketing, ultimately driving customer satisfaction

and business growth (Tauheed et al., 2024). Additionally, the rapid advancement of Al technology,
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including tools like Google Bard, recently renamed as Gemini (Akhtar, 2024), and ChatGPT, along
with the changing landscape of digital marketing, emphasizes the need to stay updated on their

crucial impact, particularly in shaping digital marketing strategies (Ziakis & Vlachopoulou, 2023).

2.3 Al adoption in SMEs vs. large enterprises

Al adoption differs significantly between SMEs and large corporations, primarily due to
differences in resources, organizational structure, and innovation capacity. While both types of
organizations recognize the potential of Al, their capacity to implement and benefit from the
technology varies greatly (Horvath & Szabo, 2019). This variation, as noted by Horvath and Szabo
(2019), comes from the distinct challenges and advantages that SMEs and large corporations face

in terms of resources and organizational capabilities.

Large enterprises often have greater access to financial resources, internal expertise, and dedicated
innovation departments than SMEs (Horvath & Szabd, 2019). This allows them to adopt Al
systems more comprehensively and with less resistance (Horvath & Szabo, 2019). Additionally,
larger enterprises typically have the infrastructure and organizational agility to manage Al-driven

transformations efficiently, including integrating Al into strategic planning and daily operations.

In contrast, SMEs tend to face more structural challenges, like limited budgets, limited access to
competent workers, and poorer digital skills that can all delay and limit Al integration and
deployment. Despite these constraints, SMEs often benefit from more flexible decision-making
structures, which can facilitate quicker experimentation with Al tools when conditions allow
(Arroyabe et al., 2024). However, such experimentation is usually constrained by short-term

priorities and a lack of in-house capabilities.

RoZman et al. (2023) provide a direct comparison between SMEs and large firms, revealing that
larger organizations are more likely to embrace agile practices and foster an Al-supportive culture.
Their study found that while both SMEs and large enterprises value Al, smaller firms are less
convinced of its impact on productivity and innovation. Larger firms were also more likely to
report measurable benefits from Al, including workload reduction and improved performance
(RoZman et al., 2023). Similarly, Horvath and Szab6 (2019) found that multinational enterprises
(MNESs) benefit from stronger drivers and face fewer barriers to Al and industry adoption

compared to SMEs, primarily due to their access to more advanced infrastructure, digital
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competence, and innovation capacity. Schwike et al. (2024) emphasize that SMEs face
multidimensional challenges in Al adoption including limited digital capabilities, resource
shortages, and no clear process for handling change, which makes it more difficult for them to

fully use and gain value from Al technologies.

These notable differences between SMEs and large enterprises highlight the need for targeted
strategies and support systems that consider the size of the business (Tominc et al., 2024; Schwike
et al., 2024). It is particularly important in the context of enabling SMEs to overcome adoption

barriers and build internal capabilities (Tominc et al., 2024; Schwéke et al., 2024).

2.4 Al and creativity in marketing

Creativity is central to effective marketing, particularly in areas such as content creation, campaign
design, and storytelling (Ameen et al., 2022). With the rise of Al in marketing, questions have
emerged regarding how automation may influence or transform creative processes (Pagani &
Wind, 2024). While Al technologies offer opportunities for increased personalization, which
tailors’ content and products to individual preferences (Chandra et al., 2022), as well as efficiency
and scalability, their role in either enhancing or limiting human creativity is still widely debated

among researchers (Osadchaya et al., 2024; Magni et al., 2024).

Pagani and Wind (2024) propose that Al can expand creative potential by supporting ideation,
enabling experimentation, and improving human input through agile and data-driven processes.
Similarly, Ameen et al. (2022) argue that Al can complement human creative skills, such as
storytelling and emotional intelligence, particularly when used strategically in areas like
personalization and idea generation. At the same time, concerns remain around over-automation
and creative authenticity. Osadchaya et al. (2024) identify a creativity-efficiency paradox, where
Al boosts productivity but may reduce originality. Their study suggests marketing teams adopt a

flexible approach to balancing Al-driven tasks with human-led creative exploration.

The perception of Al-generated content is also critical. Magni et al. (2024) show that audiences
often view Al-created ideas as less creative due to assumptions about low effort or emotional
disconnect. This highlights the importance of maintaining human oversight in creative output.
From a practical perspective, Akmeraner-Kokat and Pellandini-Simanyi (2025) distinguish

between human-led and device-led creativity, warning that excessive reliance on Al tools can
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weaken creative control. For SMEs, this raises questions about which marketing tasks should

remain human-driven to preserve brand identity and innovation.

To bring it all together, Al can support creativity in marketing when used to enhance rather than
replace human input (Pagani & Wind, 2024). For SME teams, balancing automation and creativity
requires thoughtful integration, role clarity, and ongoing adaptation of marketing processes
(Ameen et al., 2022; Akmeraner-Kokat & Pellandini-Simanyi, 2025). With such balance, the
efficiency driven by Al tools should not come at the cost of human originality or brand authenticity.
In the end, the best approach to effective and creative marketing strategies should use Al as a

collaborator in the process.

2.5 Al-driven automation in marketing

Al-driven automation is transforming marketing by enabling businesses to improve efficiency,
personalize communication, and manage customer relationships at scale, which is particularly
beneficial for SMEs that often face resource constraints. In this context, Al offers SMEs the ability
to automate routine marketing tasks and support strategic decision-making, as highlighted by Kedi
et al. (2024). Research indicates that SMEs adopting Al technologies tend to implement more
innovative marketing strategies and tools, driven by enhanced data capabilities and efficiency
gains (Segarra-Blasco et al., 2025; Arce et al., 2023). SMEs using Al are more likely to implement
new marketing strategies and campaigns, particularly in younger and fast-growing firms (Segarra-
Blasco et al., 2025). Similarly, Ardito et al. (2024) demonstrated that Al adoption, especially when
combined with Internet of Things (IoT) and big data analytics, contributes to revenue growth in
European SMEs, highlighting its strategic value in customer engagement and personalization. [oT
refers to everyday things that have the capacity to send and receive data autonomously (Berte,

2018).

However, challenges remain. A literature review by Schwaeke et al. (2024) revealed a lack of
research focused specifically on how SMEs implement Al in marketing functions. The authors call
for more studies that explore the relationship between Al and marketing creativity in SMEs,
aligning with the focus of this thesis. Moreover, Fernandez de Arroyabe et al. (2024) emphasized
that internal digital capabilities and an innovative approach are stronger predictors of Al adoption

success than external factors alone.
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Barriers to implementation are also well-documented. Zavodna et al. (2024) identified limited
technical infrastructure, skills shortages, and lack of trust in Al as key challenges among Central
European SMEs. These factors often hinder effective integration, especially in departments like

marketing, where creativity and human judgment remain essential.

Despite the challenges mentioned above, practical examples show that Al tools such as chatbots,
recommendation systems, and automated email campaigns can improve customer experience and
support creative strategies when implemented with clear objectives (Kedi et al., 2024). These
findings in literature highlight the need to understand how SME marketing teams integrate Al in a

way that enhances, rather than replaces, creative processes.

2.6 Theoretical framework — Componential Theory of Creativity

The Componential Theory of Creativity by Teresa M. Amabile (1983) offers a framework for
understanding creativity as a process that develops within individuals and groups. It identifies three
key components: domain-relevant skills (expertise), creativity-relevant processes (cognitive and
personality traits supporting innovation), and intrinsic motivation (personal interest or challenge)
(Amabile, 1983), shown in Figure 1. The theory also emphasizes the role of the social environment
in fostering creativity, with the highest levels occurring when a self-motivated individual with
expertise works in a supportive environment (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012). Historically, creativity
was believed to be a characteristic of "geniuses," with early research in the years 1950-1970
supporting this theory (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012). However, additional research revealed that
even famous creators such as Albert Einstein faced variations in creativity based on their social
situation (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012). For example, Einstein's creative thinking developed only
after he transferred to a more individualistic academy with information from Amabile and Pillemer
(2012). This change demonstrated that creativity is not a fixed attribute, but rather one that varies
with social circumstances (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012). This view is further supported by Amabile
and Pratt (2016), who updated the model to include new insights from psychology and
organizational research. The new version added four parts: feeling progress in creative work,
finding the work meaningful, emotions, and a mix of inner and outer motivation (Amabile & Pratt,
2016). These changes emphasize that creativity is also shaped by people’s ongoing experiences in

their work environment (Amabile & Pratt, 2016).
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In the 1950s and 1960s, research demonstrated that creativity could be tested, developed, and
taught, changing the perception of creativity as a skill that could be improved using tools such as
brainstorming and creative problem-solving programs (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012). This research
emphasized the significance of supporting social situations in shaping creativity (Amabile &
Pillemer, 2012). One personal quality in the model is self-motivation that plays a crucial role in
creativity, with one of the components in the model showing that creative performance is linked

to task motivation, where interest and enjoyment are important (Amabile & Pratt, 2016).

The theory also highlights that creativity can be taught and improved. For example, in 1982,
Amabile developed the Consensual Assessment Technique (CAT) (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012),
which analyzes creativity while considering social and psychological aspects such as team
dynamics and collaborative creativity. Recent research has emphasized the role of the social
environment in creative behavior, showing that group processes, like learning orientation and
collective problem-solving, can enhance individual creativity (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012). This
underscores that creativity is a collective process influenced by both individual and team dynamics

(Amabile & Pillemer, 2012).

By examining other studies that have used the theory to explore individual creative problem-
solving (Rennick & McKay, 2018) or how employees understand creativity in business contexts
(Nisa et al., 2022), it becomes clear that the Componential Theory of creativity provides a strong
foundation for identifying the essential elements of creativity skills, motivation, and social context
as can be seen in Figure 1. Additionally, Amabile (2020) acknowledged that Al can contribute to
creativity in new ways in the term “Al creativity”. In the context of Gen Al which is a kind of
technology that can generate new ideas (Feuerriegel et al., 2023), this framework helps clarify how
creativity develops and adapts. Given creativity’s central role in marketing particularly in
developing unique content (Yuniarti et al., 2024), the Componential Theory becomes relevant in
understanding how Al can enhance or reshape creative processes since Al has grown into a
powerful creative tool, changing old strategies and driving business transformation, among other

things (Pagani & Wind, 2024).
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Figure 1: The Componential Theory of Creativity according to Amabile (1997)
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3 Methodology

This section introduces and justifies the research paradigm that will guide this study. The
relationship between the study purpose and the interpretivist technique is clarified, with a focus
on its relevance for understanding SME marketers' subjective experiences. The use of a qualitative
research approach is outlined, with a focus on studying personal interpretations of artificial
intelligence in marketing. Finally, the research design is discussed, including the use of semi-
structured interviews to gain information about how SMEs manage creativity and automation with

Al tools.

3.1 Research paradigm

In the social sciences, there are three popular methodologies: quantitative, qualitative and mixed
research approaches (Shan, 2021). Looking into the three methodologies, the quantitative research
approach was originally rooted in positivism, which is nowadays associated with the postpositivist
position, while the qualitative research approach has been connected to the constructivist or
interpretivist perspective (Shan, 2021). In mixed methods, pragmatists allow for creativity and
flexibility since it gives the freedom to choose the best methods to answer the research question,

which balances subjectivity and objectivity (Doyle et al., 2016).

To generate meaningful answers to the research question, it was decided to utilize an interpretivist
research paradigm. It was suitable with the research team's qualitative research approach, since it
viewed knowledge as being shaped by individual experiences rather than objective facts
(Goldkuhl, 2011). This method focused on how people developed their view of what exists through
their personal experiences and how they interpreted concepts in different circumstances (Wells &
Giacco, 2024). The purpose of interpretivist research was to create new, richer understandings
(Saunders et al., 2023), which in this study was a valuable approach in exploring how different
individuals within SMEs experienced and interpreted Al-driven technologies in balancing

creativity and automation in marketing.

20



3.2 Research approach

The quantitative approach relies on data collection through methods such as experiments, surveys,
and so on, which in contrast to qualitative research, uses methods such as narrative research and
case studies (Shan, 2021). In addition to these, the mixed-methods approach has gained popularity
as it combines both quantitative and qualitative techniques to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of complex research problems. This approach is especially valuable in social and
health sciences, where issues often require both exploration and explanation, and neither

quantitative nor qualitative methods alone can fully address these problems (Creswell, 2008).

In this paper, a qualitative research approach was employed, since the aim of the qualitative method
was to understand phenomena from a subjective perspective by exploring individuals' experiences,
interpretations, and meanings (Asmawi & Alam, 2024). A particular focus was placed on human
and Al collaboration and creative processes. Due to the nature of this research, the exploration of
real experiences, success, and challenges, a qualitative approach was the most suited. This
approach enabled analysis of participants' viewpoints while also providing an in-depth
understanding of the context and experiences that influenced how these technologies were used in
practice (Creswell, 2008). As described by Asmawi and Alam (2024), the methodological process
of qualitative research involves “careful looking, listening, recording, and contextualizing people's

’

real-world experiences, thoughts, and actions.’

3.3 Data collection

This study used interviews as the primary method for collecting qualitative data. According to
Mason (2002), qualitative interviews can take the form of in-depth, semi-structured, or loosely
structured conversations. These formats typically involve open-ended questions and follow-up

prompts that encourage participants to elaborate on their ideas and share personal experiences.

To gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of Al's impact on SME marketing teams and
their creativity, and to gather useful qualitative data, the research team conducted semi-structured
interviews. The semi-structured interviews consisted of 25 open-ended questions, allowing for an
in-depth study of participants' experiences. A semi-structured interview guide was created and
followed to ensure that structurally similar information was gathered from all interviewees, while
also allowing the interviewees to expand on their answers by providing personal experiences, thus

gaining in-depth information on the topics discussed. This approach allowed the researchers to ask
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follow-up questions and gain a better understanding of answers that might have seemed vague

initially.

The researchers interviewed a total of 8 individuals who had experience in working with Al tools
within their marketing teams and were part of SMEs operating internationally and located across
different parts of Europe. By selecting these individuals, the goal was to collect a diverse range of
insights on the topic researched. Judgment sampling was used to select participants based on their
experience and opinions on the use of Al within a marketing team, especially focusing on the
implementation, processes, and creativity. A hard criterion followed was that participants had to
be working in SMEs or have previous experience in the specific area. A summary of all the chosen
participants and their relevance can be seen in Table 1. Judgment sampling was subjective to the
researchers' decision-making and expertise (Nunan et al., 2020). By using the judgment sampling
approach, the research team ensured that the participants were selected mindfully rather than
interviewing a randomly selected sample of the population (Nunan et al., 2020). A small sample
size of 5—10 participants was chosen in line with qualitative research standards that prioritize data
richness over numerical representation. The decision was guided by methodological
recommendations from established literature, which suggests that in-depth insights into a focused
research question can be effectively achieved with smaller samples, especially when the participant

group is relatively homogeneous (Creswell, 1998).

Small sample sizes are well established in qualitative research, with saturation often reached within
6—12 interviews (Guest et al., 2006; Hennink et al., 2017). This aligns with Creswell’s (2008)
recommendation for qualitative studies. Reviews of published qualitative studies and PhD theses
show that successful and widely cited research often uses 5-10 interviews, if the data is of high
quality and the research question is clearly defined (Mason, 2010; Thomson, 2009). Furthermore,
methodological authorities such as Morse (1994) recommend between 6-8 interviews for
homogeneous samples, aligning with the strategy employed in this study. Since the participants of
the study were selected based on their experience with Al in SME marketing, the sample was
purposefully chosen to be information-rich, thus enabling a depth of insight (Creswell, 1998;
Mason, 2010). After the eighth interview, it was noticeable that the key themes had been addressed,

and no new insights had emerged, indicating that data collection could be completed.
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Table 1: An overview of primary data.

Interview ID Date Interviewee’s Faculty | Interview Length

P#1 April 7%, 2025 Graphic Designer 40 min

P#2 April 8", 2025 CEO of Marketing 32 min
Agency

P#3 April 8", 2025 Ads Specialist in 50 min
Marketing Agency

P#4 April 9, 2025 CEO of Marketing 32 min
Agency

P#5 April 101, 2025 CEO of Marketing 30 min
Agency

P#6 April 1112025 Content 30 min
Creator/Photographer

P#7 April 11, 2025 Marketing Specialist | 32 min

P#8 April 15® 2025 Content Creator/Web | 38 min
Developer

3.4 Data analysis

Once the interviews were conducted, the collected data was transcribed and then analyzed using

thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a method used to analyze qualitative data by identifying

and analyzing recurring patterns or themes (Braun et al., 2022). In this research, the six-phase

approach by Braun and Clarke (2022) was followed: (1) familiarization with the data, (2)

generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming

themes, and (6) writing the report, as shown in Figure 2.

> Familiarizn>

Create Generate
Codes Themes

=

Determine Report
Significance Findings

Figure 2: Six-phase qualitative research analysis according to Braun and Clarke (2022).

)
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First, the research team transcribed and manually reviewed each interview to become familiar with
the data. Followed by coding in Excel to identify key points, with ChatGPT assisting in grouping
the codes into broader segments. These codes were analyzed and grouped into themes, with regular

discussions within the research team to refine groupings.

Next, potential themes were reviewed and checked against the interviews to ensure they accurately
represented participants’ experiences. Once validated, each theme was clearly defined and named.
The five resulting themes were: (1) How human creativity is balanced with AI’s assistance, (2)
Benefits gained by using Al, (3) What limitations and challenges teams face using Al, (4)
Involvement of Al in creative visual work, (5) Ethics, trust and transparency in Al integration.

These were later used to structure the Findings and Discussion chapters.

An inductive approach guided this analysis, allowing themes to emerge from the data itself rather
than from a pre-defined theoretical framework. To ensure reliability, intercoder checks were
performed. Each team member coded a subset of interviews, and the differences were discussed

and resolved to reach a shared understanding.

Although the findings offer rich insights into the integration of Al and creativity in SMEs, the
small sample size limits transferability. Some bias of the data might be present, as the majority of
the respondents had mainly positive experiences using Al and were unable to identify notable
pitfalls. Nonetheless, the purposeful sampling approach and data saturation help ensure that the

findings are valid within the study’s defined context.

3.5 [Ethical considerations

Maintaining ethical standards was a core priority throughout the study due to the qualitative nature
of the research, which involved collecting personal and professional experiences from participants
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Before interviews began, all participants received clear and
comprehensive information about the purpose of the study (Saunders et al., 2023). They were given
the interview guide in advance, signed GDPR consent forms confirming their voluntary
participation, and were informed about how their data would be handled and protected (Nunan et
al., 2020). To protect participants’ privacy, only their professional roles were recorded, and

anonymized codes (P#1, P#2, etcetera) were used in the analysis and report.
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Interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams using institutional email accounts, ensuring
data security. Participants were notified about the platform's transcription feature and gave verbal
consent for the recording and transcription process. Automated transcripts were manually checked
against original recordings. This step was needed to ensure that collected data maintained their
true meaning and were reliable (Lombard et al., 2002). All team members participated in reviewing
the thematic coding process to enhance reliability and ensure that the final themes accurately
reflected participant experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2022). These steps helped ensure the research
was both transparent and ethical, while also allowing a deeper focus on the personal and detailed

experiences of SME marketing professionals.
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4 Findings

This chapter presents the key findings of the study on Al integration in SME marketing teams. It
provides an overview of how Al is used to enhance creative processes, improve efficiency, and
address challenges within the teams. The findings cover several aspects, including the balance
between human creativity and Al assistance, the benefits and limitations of Al, its role in creative
visual work, and the ethical concerns related to trust and transparency. These insights offer a

broader understanding of how Al is transforming marketing practices in SMEs.

The aim of this study is to answer the following question: “How do SME marketing teams integrate
Al in a way that enhances, rather than replaces, creative processes?” After collecting and coding

all collected data, five distinctive themes were produced:

How human creativity is balanced with AI’s assistance
Benefits gained by using Al
What limitations and challenges teams face using Al

Involvement of Al in creative visual work

A e

Ethics, trust and transparency in Al integration

These five themes, reflected in Figure 3, are working together to gain deeper insights and to answer
the research question of this study. The researchers aim to understand the relationship and
dynamics of these findings and to produce deeper insights into the matter. The themes are further
analyzed in the following subsections of this chapter. The findings of the study are discussed in
relation to the existing literature later in the paper, where they are explored in more depth. This
includes analyzing and interpreting the results to better understand their significance and to draw

well-supported conclusions from the data.
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Saves time

Cost efficiency

Analyzes comprehensive documents

Improves workflow

Cheap to test out on a small scale

Efficiency is key in a small team

Marketers would take longer to do the same tasks
on their own without Al

Al mostly used to brainstorm ideas

Helps to create drafts, play around with ideas
New ideas come faster

Creating options to choose from based on existing
ideas

Testing potential campaign outcomes
Pre-production process

Analysis of results

Text generation

Brainstorming sessions

Speed and efficiency

Al impacts every process

The tools get implemented as soon and as many
as possible

A mix if individual tools and integrations used
Curiosity as a driver for implementation

Need for advancements in order to stand out
Adapting to the demand

Encouragement to use Al more in marketing
Aids the growth

Use of Al is normalized

Campaign creation

Benefits gained by using Al

Unreliable outcome from Al

Incorrect use of language

Al makes mistakes

Al lacks human perspective

Al is integrated in most tools

Reliance on Al for quick help

Al can’t convey emotions, feelings
Difficult to achieve the desired outcome
Not good enough to be reliant

Al is unable to judge the entire situation based —

on simple text input

Al used for reassurance

It gets messy if too many ideas are produced
The use of low guality Al is easily detectable
Inconsistent results with intended outcome
Al lack human interactions

Makes mistakes

Al content is too generic

Provided information is not trustworthy

Al is starting to replace creative roles
Using Al is cheaper than employing more
people

SMEs are willing to pay more for advanced
tools, technology

Al can make employees lazy

Chatbots used for copywriting

Increases agility in small teams

Al can replace employees

Al could disappear - humans will stay

Al copy is distinguishable from humans
The same task/idea would take humans much
longer

People are lazy

Al replaces graphic designers

Humans become dependent on Al

Al in marketing industry

Dependability and limitations

What limitations and challenges
teams face using Al

Al's impact on job roles
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Al fills in where markets skills are lacking

Al integrated automations

Chatbots to ease segmentation

Al is used as integration in multiple platforms
Al abilities exceed expectations

Tasks are easier with Al

Team can’t achieve the same output without
using Al

The same accomplishments would not be
possible without Al —
Al allows for company growth

Humans limit what Al is allowed to do
Enhanced team creativity

Human-to-human interactions are crucial
Team becomes more productive with Al
Humans have to verify the work of Al
Improved communication, organization

Al allows the teams to be small but efficient
Brings awareness of current matters

Al affects the work of graphic designers
Provides the sense that your work is better,
enhanced

Generate visual mood boards

Emotions are lost in Al generated visual
content

Al avoided in videography

Marketing team dynamics

Involvement of Al in creative visual
work

Helps visualize concepts before campaigns
Really good content even if a person is not a
designer

Al creates realistic visuals

Al in visual and design tasks

Al affects art scene - copies real artists
Complex illustrations need human involvement
Easy content editing

Al generated content is too perfect - unrealistic
photography/videography is hard to replace by
Al alone

Al doesn’t work for video editing

Consumers need to be informed about AT
content

Al content can’t be take as a fact

Lack of trust in Al capabilities

Doubts AT will fully overtake their position
Difficult to distinguish what is Al and what
is real

Wishes to not rely entirely on Al

Business need to be transparent about Al use
Noticeable use of Al can influence brand
perception

Lack of trust in AT accuracy

Al should be avoided in customer
interactions

Lack of trust if it is unknowns weather a
human or AT created it

Al won’t be able to replace humans

Lack of personal accomplishment when
relying on Al

A need for tool to filter out Al generated
content

Human verification of Al work is crucial
Al copies the style of artists - makes them
feel less worthy

Human touch plays a big role

Human interactions with clients can’t be —
replicated by Al

Without the skill, the use of Al can hurt the
brand

Future of Al is uncertain

Al evolves over time

Personal data protection

Internal company boundaries with Al use
Clear Al regulations and guidelines within
the team

Trust and transparency in Al use

Ethics, trust and transparency in Al
integration

Ethical considerations of Al

Figure 3: Overview of the themes.
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4.1 How human creativity is balanced with AI’s assistance

The first emerging theme in the collected data is the most comprehensive one. It gathers the
responses from interviewees on the main topic of this research - creativity. Within this theme four
clear categories emerged. See Figure 4 for a clear overview of this theme. The first theme, as well
as the rest of them, has been described in further detail in the following sections of this research.
The emerging trends and thoughts of the respondents have been reflected and analyzed by

additionally providing direct quotes to reinforce the point made.

Impact on creativity

Al as creative assistant

How human creativity is balanced
with Als’ assistance

Human creativity vs. Al

Al and learning/skill development

Figure 4: Overview of the first theme.
4.1.1 Impact on creativity

The integration of Al tools into SME marketing teams significantly influences the creative
processes within these organizations. Interviews revealed a consistent acknowledgment that Al
enhances creativity by introducing new perspectives and boosting idea generation. Interview P#1
emphasized that Al supports the creative processes primarily by streamlining tedious tasks: “it
[AI] helps us get the edge in terms of efficiency on our administrative tasks,” thus allowing
marketers to focus on more strategic and innovative aspects of their work: “it gives them [the
team] a lot more ideas to work with, a lot more perspectives to look at, and different angles that
they might not even have thought of before”. This is particularly beneficial in small teams where
multitasking and limited resources are a daily reality. It was highlighted when asked whether the
team could achieve the same results without using Al in the process. The same participant
responded: “I don't think so, because [...] we don't have the manpower or we don't have the

resources per say, so we wouldn't be able to cut down that time”.
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However, there was a critical comment against a heavy reliance on Al. Interview P#3 expressed
concern that common Al use may cause marketers to be more restrained in their creative thinking,
potentially leading to less innovation if human creative input becomes more dependent on Al-
generated ideas: “It [AI] sort of killed it [creativity] because then marketing is no longer about
thinking outside of the box. It's more about how we can save time and money and pump out as
many campaigns as we can’’. This reflects a split opinion among participants about whether Al

truly enhances or, in some cases, replaces human creativity.

4.1.2 Al as creative assistant

Participants broadly agreed on the role of Al being an assistant rather than a replacement for human

creativity.
P#1: “I think Al plays a massive role in helping us [...] draft sort of where we're headed.”

P#4: “[...]when we have already done our research by ourselves, we can bounce it a little

bit with Al, filter it out and gain a perspective on the most unique idea.”

As noted by participants, Al's key utility in the creative process includes idea generating,
conceptualization, and early-stage content development. For example, interview P#1 highlighted
that Al significantly boosts the ideation phase, particularly in content development and
brainstorming sessions: “the way we come up with new ideas - that has completely changed over
the past year. [...] we as an Al startup also rely on Al a lot more to save time because sometimes
thinking of ideas can take days or even weeks.” This aligns with participant P#2’s point of view,
who described Al as: “it's a very convenient tool to have when you feel a little bit stuck.”
Additionally, P#8 pointed out that Al is particularly valuable in large, niche projects: “if it [a
project] is very large and very niche, then we really need to bring some (ideas) with the Al to get
more perspective.” This highlights how Al opens new perspectives to investigate that would not
have been obvious to human creators alone, and how it is used when people get stuck or when

projects are too niche and require specialized knowledge.

Interview P#4 addressed Al's useful position as an "advisory tool," emphasizing the significance
of human monitoring to guarantee that creative output is authentic and emotionally resonates with
the intended target group: “it's an advisory tool. [...] I think Al tools in the right hands can deliver
great results [...] but if Al tools are abused, that can kill creativity and kill their product.”
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The general understanding is that, while Al allows for quicker processing and efficiency, it should
remain an addition to human input, maintaining the originality and emotional depth that only

human creativity can truly deliver.

4.1.3 Human creativity vs. Al

Throughout the interviews, a clear distinction developed between tasks best suited to human
creativity and those optimized for AI. Complex and emotionally sensitive tasks such as detailed
artwork, illustrations, and emotionally driven campaigns were repeatedly cited as areas where
human creativity is essential. Interview P#1 highlighted this point vividly: “design specifically
would require a human touch to it rather than having it generated by Al because [...] human
emotions and expressions are lost when it comes to Al generated images, ” noting that Al-generated
visuals often lack the depth, precision, and emotional resonance that human-created content

inherently possesses.

Interview P#4 also expressed that, despite Al’s efficiency in providing numerous ideas, there are
situations where Al outputs become too generic or fail to deliver unique insights: “/.../sometimes
Al can be boring and sometimes it doesn't give the right results, ” highlighting the essential role of
human creativity in shaping and refining these ideas. Similarly, participant P#6 underscored Al's
current limitations in producing highly realistic visual content, often resulting in outputs that
appear overly "clean" or artificial, underlining the crucial role of human involvement in achieving
authentic creative outcomes. As P#6 explained: “it's too perfect, the skin (of people in Al generated

pictures) is all smooth [...] it's not realistic.”

In contrast, interview P#4 provided an interesting insight: “when you run out of your creative
energy and don't know what can be (a creative) idea, that is where Al actually is creating a lot of
fun. It's also making mistakes so when it's doing the mistakes, sometimes those mistakes produce
the best results.” The respondent described that Al's occasional errors can unexpectedly serve as
a starting point for unique creative solutions, indicating that even Al's limitations can enhance
human creativity by generating unexpected ideas. This perspective highlights the complex
interaction between human creativity and Al, suggesting a complementary relationship rather than

direct competition between human creativity and Al.
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4.1.4 Al and learning/skill development

An important sub-theme that emerged involves Al's role in learning and skill development within
SME marketing teams. Al tools were identified not only as operational facilitators but also as
equipment for professional growth. Interview P#6 highlighted how Al opens opportunities to
improve productivity that were not previously possible: “Al opened up a lot of new doors that you
couldn't achieve by yourself, or at least in the time frame you achieve it. ” This brings out how Al
optimizes finishing tasks, allowing teams to focus on higher-value work while Al handles time-
consuming operations. Another aspect discussed during the interview, P#5 focused on the learning
aspect, showing how the team has developed creativity by employing Al to become more efficient:
“now I think it's more being creative in how to find new ways of being more efficient.” This
suggests a shift in the team's interaction as they learn how to use Al to streamline processes and
experiment with new approaches to increasing production. They are inventing new methods for
their work using Al, learning how to be more efficient in areas they had not considered before.
This interaction provides marketers with new competencies and encourages ongoing learning and
adaptation to technological advancements, which is a part of P#4 perspectives as well: “I think it's

Jjust natural to move with the technologies and progress forward.”

Interview P#2 further elaborated on how Al enables marketers to swiftly adapt to emerging
marketing demands and new platform functionalities, significantly enhancing their agility in
responding to market changes: “I think it's become a lot more convenient (for optimization).
Especially since the rules change over the years and you're not always up to date with the most

recent regulations or updated versions from regulations.”

Building on this, interview P#5 emphasized the role of Al in automating complex and time-
consuming processes, such as reporting, allowing marketers to focus more on strategic thinking
and creativity: “the work that I did for us is also a very manual part, which I hope will be a lot
more automated in very soon (future)”. Al allows marketers to focus on higher-level tasks,

boosting creativity and innovation in strategy.

Participants collectively recognized that continual skill development, fostered by Al usage, is
critical for SMEs seeking competitive advantage and sustained relevance in a rapidly evolving
digital landscape. Interview P#7 also emphasized Al's role in enhancing learning opportunities,

allowing marketers to rapidly upskill in areas previously considered challenging or inaccessible:
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“[...] wanting to try new things so that you can see that what you do already is working, but how
can it be better?” This ongoing learning process ensures marketers remain skilled at integrating
Al into creative processes, thereby maximizing the effectiveness of Al tools without compromising

the originality and authenticity of human-driven creative work.

4.2 Benefits gained using Al

The theme "Benefits gained using AI" emerged from all eight interviews, where participants
emphasized Al's efficiency in marketing teams. This includes time and cost savings, as well as
avoiding unnecessary team expansions. Given SMEs’ smaller budgets and teams, Al tools enhance
their capacity, enabling them to compete with larger competitors. Interviewees noted that SMEs'
flexibility allows them to explore new technologies, including Al, more easily than larger firms,

and that smaller teams enjoy experimenting with these tools.

Additionally, participants shared that Al helps make better use of limited resources by taking over
certain repetitive or time-consuming tasks within marketing teams. However, they emphasized that
these benefits are only realized when there is human oversight to guide the use of Al. As Al
becomes more embedded in marketing work, the industry is gradually adapting to its changing
capabilities. This theme reflects how SMEs are learning to balance the strengths of Al with human
input to stay flexible and efficient. To explore this further, the following subsections break down

the key patterns that emerged from the data, as illustrated in Figure 5.

Speed and efficiency

Campaign creation Benefits gained by using Al

Al in marketing industry

Figure 5: Overview of the second theme.

4.2.1 Speed and efficiency

The first apparent category under this theme is “speed and efficiency™. In all the interviews, a clear

pattern emerged - Al tools are highly used by SMEs as they allow the work to be completed
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quicker, thus saving time, requiring fewer resources, thus keeping the team small, and being more

cost-effective. This is highlighted by the following quotes:

P#7: “It's very time efficient to use AL "

1

P#2: “Time efficiency wise - we were able to create a lot more in a lot less time.’

’

P#3: “Everything is just so much quicker now.’

This reveals to the study that while Al might be used for creative tasks, it also helps generously
for SMEs to put a larger focus on human-to-human relationships, individuals' creativity, and expert
growth. The Al comes in handy to take over repetitive and time-consuming tasks so that the
marketers can focus on the creative aspects instead. Interview P#8 mentions: “we don't want the
Al to take over the fun part of the job,” and this reveals the fact that humans wish for Al to take
over difficult, data-driven, and time-consuming tasks and only act as assistants to the creative
positions. Unfortunately, currently Al is heading towards overtaking more creative roles of
marketing teams as described in one of the following themes. Interview P#1 highlights: “we do
this manually, and it takes us hours and hours to figure it out, and why not use a tool that could
potentially take us minutes to accomplish it.” Meaning, that humans, specifically in marketing
teams, would rather focus on creative tasks than spend their resources on tasks that can be easily

accomplished by software.

4.2.2 Campaign creation

Al's involvement in campaign creation was noted as highly impactful across SME marketing
teams. Respondents highlighted that Al significantly aids in generating initial ideas, concepts, and
even detailed campaign strategies. Interview P#4 emphasized that Al tools are beneficial during
the early brainstorming phases, providing numerous creative angles and insights which
significantly enhance the productivity and effectiveness of campaign ideation processes: “we
bounce ideas regarding the scripts (for campaigns and videos) because sometimes it's really tricky
to find something unique”. Interview P#8 added that Al streamlines the development of campaign
materials such as emails, social media posts, and blogs, allowing faster and more efficient content
production and deployment, enabling teams to test multiple campaign variations rapidly and
effectively: “we created I think six or seven different landing pages, just to see which one will

perform best in the beginning and then fine tune”.
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Furthermore, interview P#3 discussed: “he [colleague] uses Al a lot to generate images and to
play around with different test results,” which shows the strategic advantage gained from Al's
predictive analytics capabilities. This enables marketing teams to predict audience responses and
customize ads, accordingly, optimizing engagement. The combination of Al-driven predictive
capabilities and rapid content generation has empowered SMEs to execute more innovative and

successful marketing campaigns.

4.2.3 Al in marketing industry

All the interviews indicated Al's disruptive impact on the overall marketing business, particularly
among SMEs. Al tools were recognized as critical in increasing access to advanced marketing
skills that were previously exclusive to larger firms. Interview P#5 said: “everyone is keen to use
Al as much as possible to automate as much as possible,” indicating that SMEs that use Al may

now compete more effectively by integrating more valuable Al tools and automations.

Interview P#2 elaborated on the shifting dynamics within the marketing industry, driven by Al,
and how its integration has become essential for maintaining a competitive edge: "instead of hiring
a (marketing) company [...], they just use ChatGPT or any other kind of (Al) source and do the
work themselves" (P#2). This reflects the growing necessity for marketing professionals to
effectively leverage Al tools. Participants also identified Al's role in reshaping industry standards,
particularly by making tasks such as data-driven decision-making, automated customer interaction,
and personalized marketing more accessible, even for smaller teams with limited resources. As Al
tools evolve, marketing professionals need to maintain skills in technology to be competitive,
fostering an industry-wide shift towards continuous learning and adaptation. Additionally,
interviewee P#2 emphasized the importance of using Al correctly, stating: "if you want to pursue
a career in marketing, no shame to use it [Al], but make sure to use it in the right way." This tells
the importance of not only being familiar with Al but also using it responsibly and effectively to

remain adaptable and forward-thinking in the ever-evolving digital landscape.

4.3 What limitations and challenges teams face using Al

As seen in the third theme’s overview in Figure 6, this theme consists of two distinctive categories.
Within this theme, the researchers analyzed how Al has created discrepancies within the teams,
switching roles and responsibilities of team members, and how much marketers rely on Al. The

shortcomings of Al are highlighted as well.
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Dependability and limitations

What limitations and challenges
teams face using Al

Al's impact on job roles

Figure 6: Overview of the third theme.
4.3.1 Dependability and limitations

Despite Al's numerous benefits, respondents continually expressed concerns about its
dependability and existing constraints. Several participants underlined the common flaws and
general errors that Al technologies can make, leading to a loss of confidence in totally automated
outputs. During interview P#3, it was mentioned that Al-generated content needs to be examined
by a person because it lacks logical thought processes and context clues: “when we were doing an
eye mask campaign, it [AI] was supposed to translate before we sent it to our translation agency.
[...] Al thought it was an eye worm, because "Musk" in Sweden is a worm.” In other aspects P#6
talked about how humans do not entirely trust Al to overtake tasks that they love to do themselves:
“I love to do what I do, so I don't want to replace it with something other than me. [...] I don't

think I could trust it [Al] enough to take my job™.

Overall, participants experienced that human judgment is still necessary, especially in
circumstances that need contextual understanding and exact execution. This has been highlighted

through several quotes:
P#7: “It [Al] is not very good when you're trying to be very specific.”
P#8: “Problem with the Al - I think it's hallucinating and that you get frustrated with it.”

P#1: “I still believe there's a bit more to go when it comes to Al being really creative when

’

it comes to emotions and feelings.’

P#5: “I mean it [Al] is good in many ways, but in some ways, you also have to correct it a

little bit.”
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4.3.2 AD’s impact on job roles

Participants raised concerns about Al's potential negative impact on job roles within SME
marketing teams. Interview P#4 and P#2 discussed the potential risk of team members becoming
overly dependent on Al, implying that such dependence may unintentionally develop a sense of

comfort or intellectual laziness, reducing the need for actively creative problem-solving:
P#4: “People are becoming lazy with AL They start thinking that AI will do all the job for them.”

P#2: “I do think that we become a little bit more lazy when it comes to that [creativity] because

you don't make your own mind work so hard anymore.”

While most participants agreed that Al has already taken over certain roles in marketing teams and
affected established workflows, they also acknowledged that it provides new chances for growth
and adaptation. The role of copywriting has shifted significantly within marketing jobs, with
participants testifying that Al now handles copywriting in SMEs. This is clearly stated in P#8: “I
think copywriting is the most affected. [...] The workers, the employees who were copywriters, are

now seeking an indication on something else in marketing.”

However, perceptions about Al's impact on visual design were more mixed. Some participants
suggested that Al technologies have taken over this function in teams, while others addressed that
Al cannot completely replace the creativity and skills of a talented designer, for example P#1:
“[...], design specifically would require a human touch to do it rather than having it generated by
Al Because as I said, those human emotions and expressions are lost when it comes to Al

’

generated images.’

4.4 Involvement of Al in creative visual work

The fourth theme talks about Al in the aspect of visual tasks - ads, mockups, and mood boards.
Within this theme, two categories emerged, as seen in Figure 7. While some interviewees talked
about Al in the context of video materials, most respondents discussed Al in the context of static
asset production. Additionally, Al has brought a lot of turbulence and changes within the industry,
thus marketers need to act smartly to adapt. These categories are related, as the changes within
specific tasks have brought changes in the task splits and responsibilities within the marketing
teams. The theme is discussed in more detail in the following sections, backing the findings with

quotes from interviews.
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Marketing team dynamics

Involvement of Al in creative visual
work

Al in visual and design tasks

Figure 7: Overview of the fourth theme.
4.4.1 Marketing team dynamics

The integration of Al into creative visual tasks has significantly influenced marketing team
dynamics, more specifically, the way teams approach creative visual tasks. Participants mentioned
that Al tools make it easier to share visual ideas and drafts quickly, speeding up feedback and
improving overall productivity. For instance, interview P#7 highlighted that AI has helped teams
save time by streamlining routine tasks, allowing them to focus more on creative work: “Al now

’

makes the process much easier and much faster than it used to be.’

The integration of Al has dramatically improved team efficiency and responsiveness, allowing
marketers to respond immediately to feedback and ever-changing market trends. P#2 pointed out:
“because of Al and other technology [...] we were able to adapt to the new demands of our clients.”
Other participants also described leveraging Al integrations in platforms such as Notion and Slack
(applications) to improve organization, planning, and communication, P#1 elaborated: “most of
these tools often offer a lot of Al capabilities [...] we tend to pay the price (for the tools) because

we feel like as a small company it could give us quite an edge when it comes to using these tools.”

4.4.2 Al in visual and design tasks

Al's role in visual and design tasks has been viewed as useful, if a bit controversial, among
interviewees. Interview P#7 compared Al's impact to Photoshop's early days, portraying Al as an
equally disruptive but ultimately vital tool in modern creative workflows: “that [Al] is also similar
to photoshopping, and photoshopping has existed for a long time.” This demonstrates how Al like
Photoshop before it, produces photos that appear excellent, yet require input from humans for

authenticity.

Al then plays a big role in the initial stages of creating visuals, like drafting ideas, testing concepts,

and making graphic elements, which helps save a lot of time on early tasks, as mentioned by P#5:
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"we automatically generate headlines, descriptions, we produce and work with images, switching
backgrounds and producing videos." However, interviewees pointed out that human creativity is
still needed to improve Al-generated visuals, making sure they have originality, emotional impact,
and a creative touch that Al still struggles to achieve as highlighted by P#4: "sometimes you mix
in human ideas with the ideas (of AI) and combine both, giving actually the best result. Because |
think in our current world, that is the best opportunity you can get." Additionally, P#1 also
expressed the belief that: "if a hundred companies in my industry are using (only) Al to create their

ads, and I use human touch [...] I'm going to stand out eventually."

4.5 Ethics, trust, and transparency in Al integration

Lastly, the fifth emerging theme of the analysis - ethics, trust, and transparency in Al integration.
Similarly to the previous themes, two categories emerged from the codes here as well, creating the
theme. A clear overview of this is visible in Figure 8 below. Within this theme, a serious discussion
point of ethical practices and general Al transparency has risen. Multiple respondents highlighted
the need for clear guidelines for the use of Al, alongside noting that Al has reached a point where
it is often undetectable. To avoid misleading the consumers, it is advised to include disclaimers in

situations when Al has been heavily involved.

Trust and transparency in Al use

Ethics, trust and transparency is Al
integration

Ethical considerations of Al

Figure 8: Overview of the fifth theme.

4.5.1 Trust and transparency in Al use

Interviewees expressed significant concerns regarding trust and transparency when using Al in
marketing. A common theme was the need for transparency with consumers, particularly in clearly
indicating when content has been generated by Al. Interview P#6 and P#4 emphasized that
consumers should be explicitly informed when content is Al-generated to maintain trust and

authenticity:
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P#6: “We are getting to the point where it's starting to get hard to distinguish which thing
is AI and which thing is real.”

P#4: “There are a lot of Al tools which help you to analyze if this is AI content or not, and
when content is feeling fake or they [consumers] feel that it was fake, then the perception

’

of the brand can change.’

Similarly, interview P#3 expressed concern about firms hiding the use of Al in their advertising
from customers: “we should be more transparent when we use it [AI].” These observations
underscore the growing need for stricter restrictions for Al use in marketing, as customers disliked
being misled. Marketers also noted that such transparency might assist in the recognition of human

creativity and the effort that goes into creating Al-generated content.

4.5.2 Ethical considerations of AI

Ethical implications associated with Al usage in marketing emerged as well. Interviewees
indirectly pointed out that ethical guidelines for the use of Al within marketing are currently
lacking. Interview P#3 pointed out that Al cannot be used for customer data automation as it would
break GDPR rules: “we are never going to put people's personal data into different prompts or
like, different programs. We handle them [customer data] in Excel with care,” while in interview
P#2 the respondent revealed that expectations and regulations for the use of Al have been put in
place for their team: “from the start we have had quite clear regulations. [...] I always try to explain

to them [new employees] how I expect them to use it and how I expect them not to use it.”

It 1s clear that humans, in this context, marketers, do not wish for Al to take over everything. But
there is a clear trend in using more and more Al throughout marketing processes, especially within
SMEs. As highlighted in interview P#3, it is believed that although AI is now widely used in
marketing, it will not be able to replace humans entirely: “I don't think Al is there to think for us,
we still must think and say thoughts that are morally correct. It [Al] can really come up with
anything.” As implied by the interviewee, humans are still more morally accurate and reliable than
Al, which in turn means that humans should create ethical considerations, guidelines, or laws

surrounding the correct and responsible use of Al tools within marketing.
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5 Discussion

This chapter analyzes the integration of AI within SME marketing teams, focusing on how Al
enhances creative processes. The findings highlight five key themes: (1) how human creativity is
balanced with Al's assistance, (2) benefits gained by using Al, (3) what limitations and challenges
teams face using Al, (4) involvement of Al in creative visual work, (5) ethics, trust and transparency
in Al integration. Through the lens of Amabile’s Componential Model of Creativity, the chapter
provides insights into how Al acts as a tool that supports creativity while maintaining human
oversight. It demonstrates that when used strategically, Al can enhance rather than replace the

creative potential of marketing teams in SMEs.

The following sections of this chapter discuss the five themes that have been identified through
thematic analysis. Within these sections, the connection between collected data and existing
literature is made. Additionally, the findings are contextualized using Amabile’s (1983)
Componential Model of Creativity as seen in Figure 9, to further deepen the theoretical
understanding of AI’s role in creative processes, by mapping each theme to the core components,

which shows how Gen Al influences creative performance.
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by using Al
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Figure 9: The Componential Theory of Creativity according to Amabile (1997) in connection
with the findings.

This conceptual figure is based on Teresa Amabile's (1997) Componential Theory of Creativity,
which identifies three fundamental components required for creative performance: domain-
specific expertise, creativity-relevant skills and processes, and personal task drive. According to
the concept, creativity develops at a combination of these aspects, particularly in the presence of a
balanced social and organizational environment. This study extends the Componential Theory by
applying it to the present marketing environment, in which Al, particularly Gen Al, plays an
increasingly important role in supporting creative tasks such as content production, idea
generation, and graphic design. This tailored model links the theoretical components of creativity

to the five key themes discovered through thematic analysis of interview data.

Themes 1 and 2 - “How human creativity is balanced with AI’s assistance” and “Benefits gained
using AI” - are categorized in the skills and processes section. These themes show how Al supports
creative workflows by assisting marketers in generating ideas, brainstorming concepts, and
completing jobs more effectively. Al tools help in content creation, exploring different
perspectives, and providing inspiration, which improves the creative thought process while

maintaining the requirement for human judgment.

Themes 3 and 4 - “What limitations and challenges teams face using AI”, and “Involvement of Al

in creative visual work” - are related to expertise. These findings highlight the significance of
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human knowledge and experience, especially in areas requiring emotional intelligence, cultural
understanding, and brand consistency. While Al can create visual material and automate certain
processes, it frequently lacks the depth and uniqueness that qualified experts provide with their

domain-specific insights.

Theme 5 — “Ethics, trust and transparency in Al integration” is connected to the component of task
motivation in Amabile’s (1983) Componential Theory of Creativity. This component refers to the
internal drive to engage in a task out of personal interest, enjoyment, or a sense of purpose. In this
study, participants’ motivation to use Al creatively was closely tied to how comfortable and
ethically aligned they felt with the technology. When Al tools were seen as helpful, appropriate,
and under human control, they generated curiosity and encouraged deeper involvement in creative
tasks. On the other hand, when there was uncertainty about how Al operated, or concerns about
losing creative control, participants became less motivated to experiment with it. This highlights
that trust, transparency, and ethical clarity directly influence whether individuals feel personally
engaged and motivated to use Al in their creative work. In the context of the Componential Theory
(Amabile, 1983), Al therefore acts as a factor that can either support or hinder task motivation

depending on how it is perceived and implemented.

The figure’s central component is creativity, which represents the outcome that occurs when skills,
expertise, and drive are all active and aligned. The inclusion of Al in this framework is not aimed
at replacing any of the human aspects, but rather to illustrate how Al may function as a support

system, improving, encouraging and occasionally challenging the creative process.

5.1 How human creativity is balanced with AI’s assistance

The interviewees collectively described Al as a supportive tool or creative partner rather than a
tool that replaces creativity. Al tools such as ChatGPT or Al tool integration through platforms
such as Canva, were mentioned as useful and valuable for speeding up the process of
brainstorming, content drafting and structuring of marketing campaigns. Simultaneously, it was
also highlighted that human input in the process is still very highly valued as Al is not entirely
reliable. A human must know how to interact with Al correctly to achieve the desired outcome,
refine the output that has been generated, align it with the overall brand image and add emotional

depth, when possible, as Al alone is unable to convey emotionally convincing content.
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The findings align with Ameen et al. (2022), who argue that Al tools can significantly increase
human creativity capabilities if the tools are integrated mindfully. Additionally, interviewees
revealed when Al automations of everyday tools were integrated, the marketers were able to put
more mindfulness into their creative processes and focus on more creative tasks instead of dealing
with large data reports manually. Thus, the integration of Al tools functions effectively when
humans retain oversight of final creative decisions, enhancing the prior arguments that creative

authenticity remains a distinct task of humans (Pagani & Wind, 2024).

5.2 Benefits gained using Al

All interviewees mentioned that their main motivation for integrating Al in their teams was
efficiency, including in terms of both resources and time. Al adoption significantly reduces the
time necessary for ideation and content generation, including social media posts, mood boards, ad
imagery, and platform content. These supports (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012) claim that creativity
can be increased by reducing cognitive pressure and freeing up time for more strategic creative

activities.

In addition, the cost-effectiveness was pointed out as the deployment of Al allows teams to remain
small yet successful, eliminating the need for expansions (Tominc et al., 2024). As a result, SMEs
can maintain a smaller organizational structure while being competitive with larger firms.
Additionally, Al simplifies data-driven decisions by including automated features. Al solutions
allow marketers to easily access, interact with, and make decisions based on data overviews.
Because of their limited budgets, SMEs could not afford to spend as many resources and human
labor on manual tasks (Segarra-Blasco et al., 2025). The benefits outlined above enable SME
marketers to devote more resources to innovative, creative, and strategic work rather than

administrative responsibilities.

These findings respond directly to recent research (Zavodna et al., 2024) calling for a deeper
understanding of SME-specific challenges in Al integration. As highlighted by Zavodna et al.
(2024), SMEs face structural barriers including lack of trust, limited infrastructure, and resource
constraints. The interviews in this study support those observations, with participants emphasizing
that while Al tools offer clear benefits, their adoption depends heavily on ease of use, affordability,
and confidence in outcomes. Additionally, Tominc et al. (2024) explains that Al technologies can

help SMEs streamline operations and generate value which is especially important in highly
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competitive markets. The findings in this thesis align with this view: participants consistently
described Al as a tool that allowed them to do more with less, improving campaign speed,

efficiency, and creativity without the need for team expansion.

5.3 What limitations and challenges teams face using Al

The interviewees presented concerns about the quality of Al-generated content, pointing out
difficulties such as repetition, lack of originality, and factual mistakes. This indicates the value of
human involvement and judgment in ensuring that content fulfills creative standards. Amabile's
Componential Theory of Creativity (Amabile & Pratt, 2016) explains that creativity is a result of
a combination of internal elements such as domain-relevant skills, creativity-relevant processes,
and intrinsic motivation and external factors, particularly the social environment. In this
perspective, the social environment includes things like human collaboration, feedback, and the

opportunity to evaluate and enhance ideas.

The challenges described by interviewees also reflect the broader digitalization gap identified by
Huseyn et al. (2024), who note that SMEs often fall behind larger enterprises in terms of Al
capabilities. Participants of this study frequently noted that while they enjoyed playing around
with Al, they lacked technical depth or advanced resources, which limited their ability to fully
optimize Al tools. This underscores the need for expanding, accessible Al solutions tailored to
SME contexts which is an area where future research could have high impact. While this study
provides valuable insights into the integration of Al in SME marketing teams, multiple limitations
are acknowledged. The first limitation to highlight is the small sample size. Even though other
literature justifies this (Guest et al., 2006; Hennink et al., 2017; Creswell, 1998), smaller samples
inherently limit the generalizability of the study findings. Although the findings are rich and
strongly connected with the literature, they still only reflect the perspectives of a small group of
professionals within the area of study. To add on to that, the sample selection may have carried a
level of bias as most participants revealed positive attitudes towards Al This could have potentially
affected the data, especially when discussing creativity, trust, and ethics. Lastly, the interpretation
of the collected qualitative data is inherently subjective to the researchers. While the research team
ensures that the data is as reliable as possible through code checks, team discussions, and deep

analysis, the researcher’s bias cannot be entirely avoided. Due to these limitations, the authors
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encourage future studies to expand the research sample. It could be broadened to include a wider

variety of roles within the marketing teams industries, regions, and positions.

5.4 Involvement of Al in creative visual work

The study identified various dynamics involving Al in visual creativity. Concept visualizations,
product mock-ups, and preliminary graphic designs were all developed faster using image-
generating tools. Although this speed was advantageous, participants noted that Al-generated
pictures frequently required human changes to meet brand aesthetics and ensure emotional appeal.
This emphasizes the necessity of human judgment and skill in refining Al-generated pictures to
make them appropriate for a certain brand, supporting Amabile's argument that the social
environment including human input plays an important role in the creative process (Amabile &
Pillemer, 2012). Surprisingly, some marketers strategically used Al-generated visible flaws as
sources of unexpected inspiration. This shows that Al's noticeable "errors" may promote
innovation by providing unique ideas that humans may then refine. This highlights Al's potential
as a collaborative tool, with technology providing a base and human creativity adding depth,
refinement, and emotional resonance. Amabile's Componential Theory of Creativity supports this
dynamic, in which Al acts as an external influence in the creative process, improving human skills

while not replacing human involvement in the final creative product.

5.5 Ethics, trust, and transparency in Al integration

Ethical concerns emerged strongly, revealing increased attention to transparency, privacy, and
ethical Al use, an issue that also has been highlighted by Zavodna et al. (2024). Participants
emphasized the importance of openness when it comes to Al-generated content to retain customer
trust and brand integrity. Ethical issues concerning misinformation, bias, and data security were
widespread, highlighting the importance of accountability in Al applications. Marketers called for
clear internal policies to handle ethical issues, such as regularly reviewing Al outputs, revealing
Al involvement when necessary, and creating data privacy guidelines. These findings suggest a
proactive approach to responsible Al use in SME marketing strategies, emphasizing the necessity

of upholding ethical standards in the face of technical advances.
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5.6 Al Integration through the lens of the Componential Model of Creativity

This study's findings are put into perspective within Amabile's (1983) Componential Model of
Creativity to provide a more theoretical explanation of Al's function in creative processes. This
model identifies three essential factors on creativity: task motivation, domain-relevant skills and
creativity-relevant skills, by getting affected of the social environment. By using this model, the
researchers obtain insights into how Al, when strategically implemented, can boost creativity in
SME marketing teams. Al optimizes task motivation by minimizing cognitive overload and giving
immediate feedback, lowering the barriers to creative engagement. Participants stated that Al
solutions such as ChatGPT or data analytics platforms enable marketers to move their focus away
from repetitive, time-consuming jobs and toward more creative tasks. Al support encourages
interest and enables marketers to engage in more complex creative activities. However, it was also
recognized that an overreliance on Al, particularly when pushed by external expectations to boost
productivity, may unintentionally hinder natural creative drives. When it comes to domain-relevant
abilities, Al helps marketers by quickly extending their knowledge base. Al gives marketers
immediate access to market insights, consumer data, and trend analytics, allowing them to make
informed, data-driven decisions. This is consistent with Amabile's (1983) definition of domain-
relevant abilities as the required expertise in a specific profession. However, the respondents noted
that pointless use of Al-generated material, without thorough critical evaluation, could hinder the
development of marketers' skills. This is especially true when Al tools are employed to generate
content quickly, as it could prevent marketers from developing critical thinking skills and domain-
specific knowledge. Interactions with Al also help to improve creativity-related qualities,
including adaptability, innovative thinking, and exploration. Participants emphasized that rapid
technology, or the process of repeating and refining Al results, improved their capacity to produce
diverse ideas and explore new alternatives. This continual contact with Al tools helps marketers to
be flexible and tackle problems from several perspectives. The study did, however, underline a
cautious note: if Al tools become the sole source of ideas, marketers may lose their ability to think
creatively independently. This is consistent with Amabile's (1983) observation that creativity
related processes rely on the ability to break free from conventional patterns and think creatively.

It is a talent that may decrease with an overreliance on Al-generated recommendations.

Finally, Al's incorporation into the social context of marketing teams encouraged collaborative

activities. Teams frequently traded ideas for stimulating Al tools, discussed ethical concerns, and

48



shared findings, resulting in a more collaborative, creative culture. This aligns with the idea that
social context is crucial to creativity (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012). However, uneven skill with Al
tools within teams can occasionally lead to dependency, with some team members relying
significantly on Al, disturbing the entire process and reducing collaborative cohesion. This
emphasizes the need to ensure that all team members achieve the same level of expertise with Al

technologies to minimize delays or uneven contributions to the creative process.

5.7 Synthesis and theoretical contribution

In response to the research question, the findings indicate that Al is integrated using a balanced,
hybrid method. This method includes automating every day and administrative activities, allowing
human resources to focus on strategic and high-level creative work. In addition, Al-generated
outputs are carefully reviewed by humans to guarantee they remain unique and authentic to the
brand, preserving the creative process's integrity. Furthermore, ethical considerations and
transparency are built into the Al integration process to foster confidence and protect the brand's
integrity. The teams prioritize ethical oversight by carefully checking Al outputs and revealing Al

involvement as needed, reflecting the growing concern about ethical Al use in marketing.

Ultimately, there is a major emphasis on encouraging continual learning and experimentation to
improve creative capabilities, allowing marketing teams to remain adaptive and build new creative
ideas by using Al as a tool for discovery and growth. This precise and careful integration
guarantees that Al enhances, rather than replaces, human creativity, enabling a dynamic and
collaborative creative process. The findings of this study add to Amabile's (1983) Componential
Model of Creativity, by revealing how Gen Al acts as a powerful external component that
influences and reshapes creativity. The study broadens the theoretical understanding of creativity
in the SME context by demonstrating that, when thoughtfully integrated, Al can act as a creative
stimulant, improving the three key components of creativity: task motivation, domain-relevant
skills and creativity-relevant skills, with the factor of social environment. This work deepens our
understanding of how Al might be utilized to enhance, rather than replace or decrease, human

creativity in SME marketing activities.
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6 Conclusion

This chapter concludes the study on how SME marketing teams integrate Al to enhance, rather
than replace, creative processes. The findings show that Al is used to improve efficiency and
support ideation, while human creativity remains central. Theoretical contributions extend
Amabile’s Componential Model by positioning Al as an external influence on creative work.
Practical recommendations highlight the importance of ethical use, continuous learning, and
maintaining a balanced human-AI collaboration. Future research should explore Al's long-term

impact on creativity in SME marketing.

6.1 Summary of key findings

This thesis aimed to answer the research question "How do SME marketing teams integrate Al in
a way that enhances, rather than replaces, creative processes?"”. The findings show that Al works
best when it acts as a helper that generates ideas, speeds up tasks, and supports decision-making,
while still leaving room for human input. Marketers viewed Al as a useful tool for brainstorming
and improving efficiency, but they also stressed the importance of human creativity, especially
when it comes to emotional expression, brand voice, and originality. The overall message is clear:
Al can improve creative processes in SMEs, but only when people stay involved, review outputs
critically, and use the technology intentionally. This study reinforces the importance of SME
specific insights, addressing gaps highlighted by Zavodna et al. (2024) and Huseyn et al. (2024)
by showing how trust, usability, and access shape whether Al tools support creativity and

efficiency in real-world settings.

6.2 Theoretical and practical implications

From a theoretical perspective, this study adds to Amabile’s Componential Theory of Creativity
by introducing Al as a new part of the creative environment. The research supports calls from
Tominc et al. (2024) for more SME focused analysis, illustrating how Al tools can drive value and
competitiveness when integrated thoughtfully by showing that even small marketing teams can
gain a strategic advantage through Al-supported creativity. This study helps bridge the

understanding of how SMEs can overcome digitalization barriers in practice. While the original
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model focused on personal motivation, skills, and the social setting, this research shows that Al
tools now also shape how creativity happens. When used well, they can boost motivation, support
creative thinking, and help teams work smarter. On the other hand, they can also limit originality
if used without care. This extension of the theory helps us better understand creativity in the age

of automation.

6.3 Recommendations for future research

This study opens multiple directions for future research. One promising path is to examine how
creativity changes over time as Al becomes a regular part of marketing work. A study conducted
over an extended period of time could show whether the creative benefits observed in the early
stages are maintained, reduced, or transformed as teams become more familiar with Al tools.
Future research could also compare SMEs across different countries or industries to explore how
cultural or sector-specific factors influence the relationship between AI and creativity.
Understanding these differences could help explain why some teams embrace Al as a creative
partner, while others remain cautious. Another area worth exploring is how people outside the
marketing team, such as clients, customers, or partners, respond to content created with the help
of AL. Do they perceive it as more or less authentic? Does Al involvement affect how they engage
with the brand? These questions can help clarify how Al impacts creativity from an audience
perspective, not just an internal one. Finally, more attention should be given to the ethical and
psychological aspects of using Al in creative roles. This includes how team members feel about
authorship, responsibility, and the long-term effects of relying on Al support. These issues are

especially important for SMEs, which often lack formal AI guidelines or policies.
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Appendices

Interview questions

Can you describe your role and responsibilities?

What size is your company and in which industry do you operate?

Does working in a small or medium-sized company affect how your team decides to use new

tools like AI?

What Al platforms or tools do you currently use in your marketing work?

Do you use Al-powered features embedded in platforms like Gmail, Notion, Canva, or others?

5.1. Please give examples

Which specific marketing areas (e.g., content, campaign strategy, customer insights) are most

affected by Al in your work?

What motivated your team to start using Al in your marketing processes?

7.1. Specity which tasks the Al is intended to help with.

7.2. Did Al help in any other areas than initially intended? (Example Data Analysis originally,
ends up with helping copywriting)

What does creativity mean to you in the context of your marketing work? Please define it.

Can you give an example of a campaign where creativity played a big role and explain how Al

helped or made it more difficult?

Can you give an example of a campaign where creativity played a big role, and you used Al in

any of the campaign creation steps?

10.1. Did AT help the process or make it more difficult? Explain how?

Has using Al changed how you view creativity in marketing after using AI?

Can you walk us through the process of creating a marketing campaign? (Starting from

idea/market research to setting the campaign live)

At which stages of that process do you integrate Al (e.g., ideation, brainstorming, mockups,

copywriting, visual design, content creation, strategy)?

Why do you use Al in the early stages like brainstorming or mapping out strategies?
14.1. How do you use Al specifically in brainstorming sessions? (If you use it at this step)
14.2. Does it help you generate better ideas or make it harder to pick the right ones?

Why don’t you use Al in the early stages like brainstorming or mapping out strategies?
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16.

17.

18.

19.
20.
21.
22.

23.
24.
25.

Do you think you could achieve the same results and outcome if you are not using Al in any
of the processes?

Do you think it would be more expensive or require a larger team to achieve the same results
without using AI?

Are there parts of marketing where you think Al shouldn't be used and only people should be
involved? Explain.

What are the main benefits Al brings to your team?

What challenges have you experienced when using Al in your marketing work?

Do you think using Al makes your team more or less creative? Explain.

How do you ensure Al remains a tool for enhancement rather than the replacement of human
creativity?

Is there anything else you'd like to add about the use of Al in marketing creativity?

Do you know any professionals who might be valuable for us to speak to on this topic?

Do you have any final thoughts or questions for us?

62



8.2 GDPR consent form

i
JONKOPING UNIVERSITY

Jonképing International
Business School

GDPR Thesis Study Consent Form
Required by European Union General Data Protection Regulation 2016/679

GDPR Consent for Balancing Creativity and Automation: How SMEs Can Strategically Integrate Al
into Their Marketing Strategies

Please tick the appropriate boxes Yes No
Taking part in the study
I consent to JIBS processing my personal data in accordance with current data protection o o

legislation and the data delivered.

I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study and understand that I can refuse to o o
answer questions and I can withdraw from the study at any time, without having to give a
reason.

My signature below indicates that I choose to take part in the thesis study and consent to
JIBS treating my personal data in accordance with current data protection legislation and the data
delivered.

Name of participant [IN CAPITALS] Si_gnature Date

Thesis contact details for further information
Author with phone number:

Emilija Mara Roze: +37 127766224

Linnea Holmer: +46 70 725 02 75

Vesela Gecheva: +35 9899967919

Version: January 2020
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Participant Information Sheet template

Invitation paragraph

You are being invited to take part in a Bachelor thesis study. Before you decide whether or
not to take part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and
what it will involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully.

What is the purpose of the study collecting personal data?

The purpose of this study is to explore how small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
adopt and use Al tools in their marketing strategies, particularly in balancing creativity with
automation. The research is conducted as part of a Bachelor thesis study at Jonkoping
University.

This study aims to understand the challenges and opportunities SMEs face when integrating
Al tools into their marketing processes. It also seeks to explore how Al influences creativity,
decision-making, and automation within marketing teams.

As a participant, you will be asked to take part in a semi-structured interview that will help
gather insights into your experiences with Al in marketing. Your responses will contribute to
the development of the research, which is a key part of the student’s learning, especially in
the area of research methodology.

It is entirely up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you decide to do so, you will
be given this information sheet to keep and will be asked to give your consent. All the
information that we collect about you during the course of the research will be kept strictly
confidential. You will not be able to be identified in any ensuing reports or publications
Under GDPR you have the following rights over your personal data:

e The right to be informed. You must be informed if your personal data is being used.

e The right of access. You can ask for a copy of your data by making a ‘subject access
request’.

e The right to rectification. You can ask for your data held to be corrected.

e The right to erasure. You can ask for your data to be deleted.

e The right to restrict processing. You can limit the way an organisation uses your personal
data if you are concerned about the accuracy of the data or how it is being used.

e The right to data portability. You have the right to get your personal data from an
organisation in a way that is accessible and machine-readable. You also have the right to
ask an organisation to transfer your data to another organisation.

e The right to object. You have the right to object to the use of your personal data in some
circumstances. You have an absolute right to object to an organisation using your data for
direct marketing.

e How your data is processed using automated decision making and profiling. You have the
right not to be subject to a decision that is based solely on automated processing if the
decision affects your legal rights or other equally important matters, to understand the

Version: January 2020
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reasons behind decisions made about you by automated processing and the possible

consequences of the decisions, and to object to profiling in certain situations, including for

direct marketing purposes.

You should also know that you may contact the data protection officer if you are unhappy about
the way your data or your participation in this study are being treated at dpo(@ju.se

Thank you for reading this information sheet and for considering whether to take part in this
research study.’

Contact details for further information

Thesis supervisor Brian Mc Cauley E-mail: brian.mccauley@ju.se
Thesis student Emilija Mara Roze E-mail: roem21lb@student.ju.se
Thesis student Linnea Holmer E-mail: holi22cb@student.ju.se
Thesis student Vesela Gecheva E-mail: geve22oh@student.ju.se

Version: January 2020
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8.3 Declaration of AI use

DECLARATION

We hereby declare that this thesis represents our own work.

We declare that we have obtained the necessary ethical approval (e.g., GDPR) and acknowledged

our obligations and the rights of the participants/respondents in the research.

We have read and applied the Jonkoping University’s current research ethics guidelines with

regards to the use of artificial intelligence (AI) tool in this work as presented in the Course Guide.

During the preparation of this work, the authors used the following Al tools and the purpose for

their use:

e Primo Library’s Research Al Assistant: Provided by Jonkoping University Library, this

tool was used to help us find relevant academic articles more efficiently by using relevant

keywords to our research question.

e Perplexity Al (Research Mode): Perplexity is an Al-powered research assistant that helps

users explore academic and web-based content through conversational search. We used its

Research Mode to discover additional academic papers, especially during our literature

review and gap analysis phases.

e ChatGPT (Models 40 and 4.5): ChatGPT was used throughout the thesis project for

various supportive tasks, including:

o

o

o

o

Brainstorming ideas related to our research topic.

Organizing and summarizing tutor feedback into structured action points.
Assisting in the identification and grouping of themes from qualitative codes (no
output was directly copied).

Supporting deep literature exploration for reinforcing our research gap.

As authors, we have reviewed and edited the content as needed and take full responsibility for the

content of the thesis.

Signature: Lo o

Date: May 25™, 2025
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Signature: )juuw\« WN\W

Date: May 25, 2025

Signature: W

Date: May 25, 2025
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