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Abstract. This paper aims to produce analytical-theoretical contributions on the school as a new 

medium and a new channel of consumption, analysing its central role in mediating between the state, 

market and civil society. The field of in-school marketing is largely unexplored in Portugal. 

Thus the importance of this research and its guideline questions, rooted in a biased consumer 

society in the process of cultural reassignment, are as follows: which social win-win relationship 

practices or  legitimacy/visibility ones transacted by state, market and civil society are evident in their 

interaction with the school system?; how do in-school marketing activities square with public-private 

organisations’ corporate responsibility?; are the ethical parameters of legislated and self-regulated 

best practice principles synonymous with consensus? Another purpose of this research was also 

testing a Working with Schools Best Practice Principles as a self-regulatory tool aimed at school 

decision-makers to analyze how schools and their partners can build an ethical and responsible 

relationship. 

The methodology combines a quantitative analysis through questionnaires addressed to school 

group representatives management committees (10-15 years old children) and a qualitative approach 

through document analysis and semi-structured interviews with public-private stakeholders. 

Our results lead us to negate hypotheses which speak of school ‘marketisation’, despite school’s 

weaker role in this mediation, and the prevalence of responsible in-school marketing based on best 

practice principles. They also lead us to support the hypothesis describing ideologically antagonistic 

positions and to conclude that reproduction and conception of these activities works towards an iconic 

shaping of schools’ organisational identity and a socio-symbolical integration of the educational 

community into a hegemonic culture. 

1. Introduction 

This paper is possible due to research undertaken as part of PhD dissertation, where due to the 

mediation of the public school curriculum in contemporary mediated culture we aimed to understand, 

through the analysis of a range of integrated marketing communications activities [1,2,3], and given 

the depth of interaction between partners from sectors of the state, market and civil society – ongoing 

on the past five years - how the educational system is acting in a context of deregulation. Also, it, was 

our purpose to comprehend the dimensions of corporate social responsibility strategies on a 

global-local frame [4] of a citizen charter school that tends, in this sense, to overestimate the 

culturo-economic interests rather volatile practices of commercial communication. We wanted also to 

understand, how different ethical and legal parameters of public and private social actors are 

producing partnerships and other forms of collaboration in a given performance [5] and revealing a 
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kind of power geometry [6]. Having said that, we wanted to deeply investigate how the in-school 

marketing tools are crossing the school gates and the curriculum and how they are perceived by a 

plurality of public and private social actors.  

2. The school as a media and a consumer channel  

"In this new 'organization' the 'world' itself seems to harness the symbolic power of school 

and get a 'place' for it" [7]. 

Despite the complexity of in-school marketing and problematizations that have occurred first and 

foremost in the U.S. , and have been gaining ground in a number of other countries, including those 

belonging to the European Union [8], there is still no sociological theme line firmly devoted to study 

this subject. There is namely a lack of studies on the national level that analysis the importance of a 

youth target for business communication strategies under a corporate social responsibility umbrella 

[9] attending also the implications of the socialization of children and young consumer in a mediated 

world. 

 

 
 

Fig.1 – Evolution shares of in-school marketing: last five years 

Source: Survey by Questionnaire (measurement scale of 5 points anchored at 1 = significant decrease, and 5 = significant 

increase) 

Therefore, in this paper we point out the new ways to interpret the marks of a mediated culture in 

contemporary schools, in which the media are outside the field of traditionally media purveyors, 

reaching new channels and media vehicles acting as imagistic producers of meanings. It should be 

noted that the lateral extension of this field occurs under a thriving cultural identity construction 

industry, creator of myths, symbols and idols, fueled by a polysemic consumption of images.  

 
 

Fig.2. – Working typology of school-business interaction that takes place in schools 

Source: Survey by Questionnaire 
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Furthermore, the imagery consumption tends to occur over discursive symbolic networks 

incorporating a "pedagogical device" [10], who collaborate in the production of social subjects 

producing imaginary and pointing ways of being and living in contemporary. We are therefore faced 

with a particular media device, capable of functioning as a motor learning in countless cultural venues 

(television, computer games, world of toys, social networking, etc..), and the creation and 

dissemination of a series of symbolic articles, coupled with the consumption of goods and products, 

promoting subjectivities that serve as reference in the production of cultural identities: a consumption 

communication synthesis characterized by a given "pedagogy that teaches people what they need and 

should want, think and do to be happy" [11].  

In summary, we have by the exogenous school organizations, a producer of corporate curriculum 

directed to an audience that under a certain apparatus of representation and mediation of knowledge, 

can put on circulation certain practices and homogenized educational approaches [12]. Among them 

there are the pedagogical, standardized and appealing kits, methodologically and technologically 

produced in series by experts in educational issues, intended to be satisfactory and instantly consumed 

in the wake of regulatory principles of logic of any fast food. It raises a unique contemporary 

"centrality of culture" [13], brought about by information and communication technology, intertwined 

with all aspects of social life, mediating all social, political or economic processes. Contemporarily, 

yet in a discursive dimension or meaning in mutual and permanent joint, is an essential condition for 

the functioning of any social field.  

3. The three-dimensionality of a mediation process: the educational system between 

public-private partners  

Under this global agenda, the school as an organization has become a subject of advertising contained 

in the deregulation and privatization of public enterprises in which it promotes the establishment of 

partnerships between the public formal education system and other public and private organizations 

when combining management processes of a quasi-market [14], is capable of stimulating sport, 

leisure, entertainment and culture, plus a range of other educational and financial resources [15, 16, 

17]. It is actually stimulated a flexible educational institution or a neoliberal market optical [18], 

which calls for gradual school accountability by enabling the own resources, achievement of 

partnerships for the organization and financing of certain services and projects. However, for this 

purpose one should take into consideration the contributions of the private sector and civil society, as 

the school is not only necessary for inspiration and creativity, but also for dissemination of goods 

constantly renewed [19, 20].  

The publication of this public image allows the partners to achieve social legitimacy through a 

win-win relationship of legitimacy/visibility. It´s the way in which culture, despite its usefulness, is 

legitimized by a "performativity " that strengthens the fiber of the social fabric [21]. This process is 

similar to the homogenized product, metaphorically "mcdonaldized" [22]. Although, that does not 

downplay the complex cultural and daily mediations at the level of reception, because consumers 

aren´t here understood as mere passive recipients, or either as having a capacity for unlimited action, 

against a field of learning that teaches and persuades dreams by entertainment, seduction, fantasy and 

imagination. Still, we can not overlook the importance that school has as a structural space-time [23] 

in the juvenile everyday life, being able to emerge into the market, as the ideal place to impact this 

target [24]. In fact, given both the size and permanence of this three-dimensional audience [25] it can 

simultaneously retain students, families and teachers .  

Thus, we see in today's society of hyper or third phase of consumer capitalism [26] with closer ties 

and tools, resources and agents in a global liberalization of markets context, redirecting the state's role 

in the economy as a condition of efficiency and where the business community reemerge under the 

insignia of ethics, citizenship and social responsibility. Actually, in this global competitive market 
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scenario, organizational culture tends to be guided by principles of self-regulation and differentiation 

of products, processes and social relations.  

4. Summary 

We emphasize that the symbiosis or hybrid blends in the range of marketing activities and school 

communication identified, in which culture is managed as a resource showing different goals of 

economic and social investment and achieving varying levels of return, is precisely, in our opinion, 

one of the ways that the school found to respond to renewed requests in a liquid modernity [27]. 

School, as we have seen, is framed in a supply and demand market, which is not confined to culturally 

reproduce these actions, while also being a producer of such cultural practices and being recognized 

as proactive in seeking socio-educational partnerships, although a certain unpreparedness in literacy 

media to decode certain communicational proposals. 

Having said that, one should note that that we invalidate the hypothesis that - despite noting the 

role and cognitive function to the teaching-learning process - found that this does not happen in 

parallel by the application of codes of good practice. Nevertheless, and according to the panel of 

discursive representations analyzed, the points of consensus and conflict result of the dynamics of 

actors from private and public interests in the core of social interaction that do not seem to match on 

how the actors interpret what happens to them and what happens around. 

Moreover, the contribution of this discursive deconstruction and reconstruction along with the 

other quantitative data allowed us to confirm the hypothesis that sustains the pulse of ideologically 

antagonistic positions, as the school in a controversial and perhaps improbable world - where the 

ideology of globalization is pressing social actors trough a renewed and persistent adaptation to 

changes and technological mediations - especially constitutes a locus marked articulated to economic 

power relations politically favorable to maintaining hegemonic cultural values. So, the intersection of 

communication with education engines themselves through construction and meaning of social life, 

revealing that school can symbolically be associated to serve and operate its own cultural projection.  

Concomitantly, this imagery of consumer brands translated a collection of legal representation is 

pointing the school as a specialized hegemonic agency in the production and dissemination of culture. 

This evaluated and competitive school loses on one hand, it places socialization while forming agent, 

and gains on the other, a symbolic legitimacy in contemporary consumer society to merge in 

permanent tension, the trade well and collective well. Although, the results obtained lead us to refute 

the hypothesis that points to a "marketization" of public schools, despite increased partnerships of 

sporadic nature, hence not revealing the prevalence of political-pedagogical long term projects, but 

rather a plurality of forms of association and cooperation, that can foresee relations of asymmetry. In 

any case, we can not condone being in imminent presence of an overlap of power by supra-state 

business groups, that are able to minimize the decision of the board of management and school 

administration regarding the socio-educational partnerships undertaken in context of a proactive 

school that advocates the achievement of autonomy.  
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