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Abstract

This article examines the use of generative artificial intelligence in organizational
communication campaigns, questioning whether its adoption represents strategic innovation
or merely adherence to technological hype. Grounded in Kunsch’s Integrated Organizational
Communication framework and adopting a qualitative, exploratory, multiple-case study
design, the study analyzes campaigns developed by Coca-Cola, McDonald’s (Netherlands),
Toys’R’Us, and Teleton/SBT, as well as their media repercussion and potential reputational
impacts. An analytical protocol was developed to examine the organizational communication
strategies employed, the role attributed to generative Al in the campaigns’ narratives and
aesthetics, and the ways these initiatives circulated and were interpreted in journalistic and
specialized media outlets. The findings indicate that although Al is mobilized as a technical
and aesthetic resource associated with modernity and innovation, its uncritical use may
generate estrangement, loss of authenticity, and reputational risks, particularly when it
replaces human-centered narratives. The study concludes that technology alone does not
ensure engagement or brand favorability, highlighting the need for human curation, narrative
balance, and emotional appeal so that Al functions as a supporting tool rather than a
substitute for communication strategies. Given the rapid evolution of generative Al and its
communicational applications, the findings reinforce the importance of continuously
monitoring its impacts on organizational reputation and stakeholder perceptions.
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Resumen

Este articulo analiza el uso de la inteligencia artificial generativa en campafias de comunicacién
organizacional, problematizando si su adopcién configura una innovacién estratégica o
simplemente una adhesién al hype tecnolégico. Basado en el enfoque de la Comunicacion
Organizacional Integrada de Kunsch y adoptando un disefio de investigacion cualitativo,
exploratorio y de estudio de casos multiples, el estudio examina las campafas desarrolladas
por Coca-Cola, McDonald’s (Paises Bajos), Toys'R’Us y Teleton/SBT, asi como su repercusion
medidtica y sus posibles impactos reputacionales. Se desarrollé un protocolo analitico para
examinar las estrategias de comunicacidén organizacional empleadas, el papel atribuido a la
inteligencia artificial generativa en las narrativas y los elementos estéticos de las campafas, y
las formas en que estas iniciativas circularon y fueron interpretadas por medios periodisticos
y especializados. Los resultados indican que, aunque la IA se moviliza como un recurso técnico-
estético asociado a la modernidad y la innovacidén, su uso acritico puede generar
extrafiamiento, pérdida de autenticidad y riesgos reputacionales, especialmente cuando
sustituye narrativas centradas en lo humano. Se concluye que la tecnologia por si sola no
garantiza el compromiso ni la favorabilidad hacia la marca, siendo necesaria la curaduria
humana, el equilibrio narrativo y el atractivo emocional para que la IA actue como apoyo —y
no como sustituta— de las estrategias comunicacionales. Dada la rapida evolucion de la
inteligencia artificial generativa y de sus aplicaciones comunicacionales, los hallazgos
refuerzan la importancia de monitorear continuamente sus impactos en la reputacién
organizacional y en las percepciones de los grupos de interés.

Palabras clave: inteligencia artificial, comunicacién organizacional, reputacidn, hype
tecnolégico, narrativas humanas, Valle de lo extrafio.

Summary
1. Introduction. 2. Theoretical framework. 3. Methodology. 4. Results. 5. Discussion and
conclusions. 6. Al Statement. 7. References.

Sumario
1. Introduccidn. 2. Marco tedrico. 3. Metodologia. 4. Resultados. 5. Discusidon y conclusiones.
6. Declaracion de IA. 7. Referencias.

1. INTRODUCTION

Artificial intelligence (Al) is a paradoxical technology. Just as it delivers innovative solutions
and brings about significant improvements in processes, products, and procedures, it also
causes environmental problems and impacts cognitive processes.

Santaella (2024, p.33) cites “the psychic economy of algorithms” by Bentes and Faltay (2019),
which notes that, in contemporary times, there is a growing techno-scientific, economic, and
social investment in algorithmic processes aimed at capturing, analyzing, and using psychic
and emotional information extracted from users’ data and actions on digital platforms, such
as social media, apps, streaming services, and environments for sharing or consuming
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audiovisual content. The author also points out that without data, there would be no Al, and
without Al, the data would be meaningless.

Our aim here is not to cast doubt on Al, but rather to analyze how organizations are using this
tool to support organizational communication. We will draw on Kunsch’s (2003, p. 151)
institutionalized view of Integrated Organizational Communication (OC), which identifies
three interconnected pillars aimed at building relationships, image, and reputation, as shown
in the diagram below.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The organizations selected for our study created communication campaigns using Al, focusing
primarily on the pillars of corporate and marketing communication.

Within organizational communication, Al also reveals this paradox. It delivers process
optimization in managing activities such as media monitoring, planning, and content creation,
and identifying opportunities, among other examples. However, when a brand impulsively
adopts the technology and uses it in campaigns solely to capitalize on the hype, it runs the risk
of, rather than appearing innovative, provoking a sense of strangeness, thereby compromising
the reputation built over the years. As defined by Scheibe, hype refers to the excitement or
high expectations surrounding a product, trend, person, or event. This negative effect caused
by the use of artificial intelligence is called the uncanny valley.

Our research aims to highlight the risks of relying on this technological trend in the rush to
project an image of innovation to the public, based on analytical and interpretive analyses, in
light of Kunsch’s (2003, p. 151) concept of Integrated Organizational Communication, the
campaigns of Coca-Cola (Christmas 2025), McDonald’s in the Netherlands (Christmas 2025),
Toy’R’Us (July 2024), and Teleton/SBT (November 2025).

Figure 1. Integrated Organizational Communication
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The main criteria for selecting these brands as the focus of the study were the strong
repercussions of the (largely negative) results of their campaigns using generative Al
technology within the Brazilian market, and the fact that they represent companies that enjoy
a good reputation in the country.

Coca-Cola and McDonald’s feature in the Ecglobal ranking of the brands most loved by
Brazilian consumers in 2025 due to their emotional connection and engagement (Farias,
2025). The beverage manufacturer appears on the overall list of the ten most loved brands,
while McDonald’s leads the fast-food segment. Toy’R’Us does not have a direct commercial
presence in Brazil, but the brand has a strong brand recall among Brazilians who choose the
United States and European countries, such as Portugal, as tourist destinations. Teleton/SBT,
in turn, represents the partnership between the Teleton campaign—created by the
Association for Assistance to Disabled Children (AACD), a highly reputable nonprofit
organization well-known nationwide for its work—and the SBT television network, which
ranks between second and third in viewership in Brazil. The annual Teleton campaign
traditionally relies on the support of artists, celebrities, and influencers from all fields, who
typically appear on air for 24 hours, calling on the public to get involved through donations.
Below is a table listing the campaigns and some relevant news websites that published critical
or questioning articles to justify our choices, which, although intentional, have had a
significant impact in terms of public reaction.

To elucidate the analytical framework applied to the following articles, we classify their tones
as either critical (predominantly negative) or descriptive. Critical means
to go beyond the mere narration of facts (the "who, what, when, and where") by interpreting,
contextualizing, and evaluating information, as well as investigating the causes,
consequences, and impacts of an event at a given moment. It therefore includes
contextualization, multiple perspectives (experts, data, documents, and other parties), critical
analysis, and, in our case, negative repercussions on social media and in general. A descriptive
text serves to detail people, environments, objects, or scenes, allowing the reader to mentally
visualize what is being reported. In our case, it provides descriptions of how the campaigns,
stages, and mobilized technical resources occurred, without critical or unfavorable judgments.

Table 1. Media coverage of campaigns using generative Al and their impact on reputation

Brand . Media Predominant
_/ Media Country Coverage Focus
Campaign Type Tone
General Use of generative Critical
journalism Al in traditional
Coca-Cola The Sun campaigns;
Christmas o e USA palgns;
(U.S. edition) debate on
2025 . .
innovation and
artificiality
Technology, Public reaction Critical
The Verge USA science, and and reputational
entertainment impact
Meio & Mensagem Brazil Special‘iz'ed Tech hyp'e and Descriptive
(Advertising) branding
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Brand . Media Predominant
_/ Media Country Coverage Focus
Campaign Type Tone
General Public reaction Critical
Veja Brazil journalism and reputational
impact
General Use of generative Critical
journalism Al in traditional
Terra Brazil campalgns;
- debate on
innovation and
artificiality
McDonald’s General Public reaction Critical
Neth.erlands Newsweek USA journalism and r'eputational
Christmas - impact
2025
. General Public reaction Critical
. United . . :
The Guardian ) journalism and reputational
Kingdom .
impact
Specialized International Critical-
Advertisin repercussions descriptive
Meio & Mensagem Brazil ( g P , P
and strategic
lessons
Specialized International Critical
eMarketer Global (Advertising) Impact and Public
Reaction
Toys "R" Us AdNews Australia Special'izeo‘l Eth'ical Deba'te. on Critical
July 2024 - (Communication) | Al in Advertising
The Wall Street Finance International ‘ Critical
- - USA Impact and Public
Journal/InvestNews )
Reaction
General Use of Al in Critical-
NBC USA Journalism Campaigns balanced
analysis
Business Cultural Impacts | Descriptive
of Al on the
Forbes Brazil Creative Industry
and Public
Reaction
Tilt Uol Brazil Technology Tech Hyp.e and Descriptive
- Branding
Teleton / General Use of Alin Descriptive
SBT , Journalism Charitable
Band Brazil i
November Campaigns
2025
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Brand . Media Predominant
_/ Media Country Coverage Focus
Campaign Type Tone

Terra Brazil Gener‘al Tech Hype and Descriptive

I Journalism the Use of Al
General Technology and Descriptive

Folha de S.Paulo Brazil Journalism Institutional

Reputation
Undate or Die Brazil Special'izeo‘l Use of Al Descriptive

~pcate of Jle (Communication)

Source. The authors (2026), based on a literature review of national and international news
websites (2024-2025).

An analysis of the table above shows that, although the campaigns were designed with
technological innovation in mind, media coverage shifted the focus from the efficiency of
generative Al to its symbolic and reputational effects. In the case of Coca-Cola and McDonald’s,
a predominance of digital backlash was observed, amplified by general and specialized media
outlets, culminating even in institutional backtracking, such as the withdrawal of an
advertisement. The Toys “R” Us campaign, on the other hand, sparked a broader ethical-
professional debate, going beyond aesthetic criticism to include discussions of creative
substitution and its impact on the cultural industry. In the case of Teleton, in partnership with
SBT, the reaction was more descriptive and enthusiastic, combining technological curiosity
with moral questions, especially as it involved affective memory and symbolic capital. In light
of Kunsch’s Integrated Organizational Communication framework, these incidents point to a
misalignment between innovative discourse and the relational expectations of strategic
audiences, highlighting that the instrumental adoption of Al—when disconnected from
identity coherence and systemic communication management—can intensify the so-called
“Uncanny valley” and undermine established reputational ties.

Based on a qualitative and exploratory approach, the study draws on multidisciplinary
literature and documentary research.

3. METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory, and interpretive approach to investigate how
organizations have employed generative artificial intelligence in communication campaigns
and the reputational effects associated with these initiatives. Following Braga's (2025)
proposition that communication research should identify and analyze the communicational
issues emerging from contemporary phenomena, this study understands the use of generative
Al in organizational communication not merely as a technological resource, but as a
communicational phenomenon involving strategic choices, narratives, symbolic meanings, and
relational consequences.

The research corpus comprises four communication campaigns that employed generative
artificial intelligence as a central creative and communicational resource: Coca-Cola's
Christmas campaign (2025), McDonald's Netherlands Christmas campaign (2025), Toys "R" Us'
brand film (2024), and Teleton/SBT's commemorative campaign (2025). The cases were
intentionally selected according to three criteria: (1) the explicit use of generative Al in
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organizational communication campaigns; (2) significant media repercussion in national and
international outlets; and (3) their potential reputational implications for well-established
brands and organizations.

Methodologically, the study is informed by the logic of multiple case studies (Yin, 2015),
allowing for the comparative examination of different organizational contexts that share a
common communicational phenomenon. Rather than adopting a predefined analytical model,
a protocol of analysis was developed by the authors to address the specificities of the object
under investigation. Such an approach is consistent with the articulation between object,
theory, and methodological procedures advocated by Communication research (Lopes, 2005),
particularly when dealing with emerging digital phenomena that require analytical flexibility.

The analytical protocol was structured around three complementary dimensions: (1) the
organizational communication strategy mobilized by the campaign; (2) the role attributed to
generative Al in the construction of the campaign's narrative and aesthetic elements; and (3)
the media repercussion and its potential reputational impacts. Within these dimensions, the
following analytical categories were observed: communicational objectives, organizational
communication pillars mobilized (Kunsch, 2003), the communicational purposes assigned to
Al, the presence or absence of human-centered narratives, the predominant tone of media
coverage, and the reputational risks and opportunities identified in each case.

The media repercussion of the campaigns was mapped through journalistic and specialized
communication and marketing outlets that critically discussed or reported the campaigns at
the time of their circulation. This material was not treated as a measure of public opinion, but
rather as an indicator of how the communicational choices made by organizations circulated
and were interpreted within the broader media environment.

By articulating organizational communication theory with an empirically grounded analytical
protocol, this methodological approach makes it possible to examine how the symbolic value
associated with technological innovation may either reinforce or challenge organizational
narratives and reputational capital in communication campaigns employing generative Al.

4. RESULTS

To encourage critical analysis of the videos examined, we created Table 2 to present an
analytical framework for the campaigns, organized into three categories of observation:
company, organizational communication pillar employed, and communication objective. This
procedure allows for a structured comparison of how the incorporation of Al-generated
images aligns with the institutional and marketing strategies of each brand, highlighting the
different purposes attributed to this technological resource in communication planning. Thus,
the table serves as a tool for summarizing and supporting the interpretive analysis of the cases,
making it possible to identify recurring patterns, similarities, and specific characteristics among
the campaigns.
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Table 2. Key elements of organizational communication were identified, and campaign
objectives were analyzed

Company

OC pillar(s) mobilized

OC objective

Teleton/SBT

Corporate Communications
(featuring SBT icons to support
Teleton, evoking nostalgia and
reinforcing the brand).

Strengthen SBT’s institutional
image and engage the public with
Teleton by mobilizing the
network’s iconic figures, evoking
nostalgia and emotional
connection while reinforcing the
brand.

McDonald's
Netherlands

Corporate Communications (with a
Christmas campaign) and
Marketing (regardless of the date or
time of year, McDonald’s is always
there for its customers. This brings
elements of practicality and
convenience).

Reinforce  McDonald’s constant
presence in consumers’ daily lives
by associating the brand with
convenience, practicality, and
accessibility at any time of year,
but especially during the holiday
season, when the atmosphere
can become more stressful.

Coca-Cola
Christmas

Corporate Communications
(features the brand’s traditional
Christmas campaign, with familiar
elements such as Santa Claus,
trucks, bottles, and the anticipation
leading up to Christmas. However,
the public was expecting a more
human and relatable approach, and
the Al ended up dampening that
effect)

Strengthen the brand’s emotional
connection and Christmas
tradition by fostering a sense of
humanity, closeness, and public
identification with its classic
symbols.

Toys'R'Us

Institutional Communication
(highlights the brand’s origins
through the founder’s vision and
illustrates this with Al-generated
images of a boy imagining a toy
store. It also features the giraffe,
the brand’s mascot, evoking
elements of nostalgia, tradition,
and continuity). The marketing
message is conveyed by suggesting
that to buy the brand’s toys, you
must go to Macy’s.

Reinforce the brand’s heritage
and tradition through a story of
its origins and nostalgic elements,
while directing the public to
Macy’s as a place to shop.

Source: The authors (2026).
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It is observed that, although Al functions as a common technical and aesthetic tool, strategies
focus predominantly on institutional communication, with the aim of triggering emotional
memory, tradition, and symbolic brand building—often linked to marketing objectives such as
reinforcing brand presence, promoting convenience, or driving purchases. Thus, the table
illustrates how the use of generative Al integrates with different strategic intentions, ranging
from image enhancement to emotional engagement and commercial conversion.

4.1. When hype does not guarantee success

The most famous depiction of Santa Claus as a kind, friendly, and jolly old man was created by
Coca-Cola in 1931, when the company hired the Swedish-American artist Haddon Sundblom
to illustrate the character in its Christmas advertisements. The character’s red outfit had
already been used before that. What made this new portrayal a hit and quickly won over the
public were the character’s features and demeanor. Sundblom’s work for the brand created
an empathetic figure that sparked affection around the world and made both the brand and
the character iconic (Camargo, 2020). The effectiveness of this 1930s campaign was so
impactful that the figure of Santa Claus, commercially exploited by Coca-Cola, became a sort
of “official image”.

Not all this record of accomplishment, success, and focus on character and the Christmas
season, however, prevented Coca-Cola from putting “its” jolly old man in an unusual situation
of public rejection and causing moments of embarrassment for the brand itself.

When unveiling its 2025 Christmas advertising campaign—conceived entirely using artificial
intelligence—the brand sparked significant controversy and was labeled “cold” and
“emotionless.” In an interview with the U.S. press, Coca-Cola’s marketing executive, at the
time of the campaign’s launch, highlighted the technological benefits, noting that, rather than
starting to plan the campaign a year in advance, the use of Al allowed the task to be completed
in about a month (Leme, 2025).

Titled “Holidays Are Coming,” the film was criticized for technical flaws, a lack of realism in the
visuals, and a cold, impersonal narrative, in addition to audience complaints that it lacked a
human touch. For all these reasons, the company was forced to take it down briefly.

When watching the film, indeed, one can see the absence of the human element in the
campaign’s storyline, standing in stark contrast to the 1931 campaign, in which the character’s
portrayal garnered empathy and generated engagement for decades to come, contributing to
the company’s strong reputation. The question we raise regarding Coca-Cola’s 2025 Christmas
campaign is: why, then, did a brand that has always known how to leverage emotion to sell—
and achieved commercial success with this strategy—end up making the mistake of embracing
Al technology while coldly dismissing the human element? In our view, the desire to jump on
the Al bandwagon and borrow its image of innovation was a mistake—a waste of
investment—that posed risks to the reputation of a brand committed to humanizing its
campaigns (see Fig. 1).
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Figure 2. Coca-Cola's 2025 Christmas Campaign

Source: Coca-Cola YouTube Channel / Holidays Are Coming (2025).

What we can conclude is that technology alone is not capable of creating empathy, generating
engagement, or fostering affection simply by displaying different images. Being able to
generate and maintain the public’s affection for a brand, product, or even a virtual influencer
requires a holistic approach, with curation that prioritizes the human side above all else.
“More than efficient responses, humans seek connection [...] it’s not about Al becoming
human, but how much humans seek acceptance,” states Neves (as cited in Guariento, 2025).

Another example of how human curation has failed in recent times due to a fascination with
technology was the Christmas campaign launched by McDonald’s in the Netherlands (see fig.
2). The video was released on December 6, 2025, with the expectation of drawing attention
through its technological innovation and humor. However, it was taken down after three days
due to a significant amount of negative feedback from the public on the brand’s social media,
in addition to being labeled by one commentator as the “worst commercial in the world”
(Cress, 2025). The 45-second McDonald’s commercial in the Netherlands—or a period of
horror for the brand—was intended to humorously portray a series of common Christmas
mishaps through images generated entirely by Al. What was intended to be entertaining
actually caused revulsion and controversy and was harshly criticized for not featuring human
beings and for containing a series of technical flaws.
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Figure 3. McDonald's Christmas Campaign in the Netherlands, 2025

It's the most ter| e of the year.

Source: New York Post YouTube Channel (2025).

Once again, this case shows that the brand’s failure to strike a balance between the portrayal
of humans and non-humans has come at a high cost. The brand is recognized in all the
international markets where it operates for its advertising campaigns that evoke emotion and
feature everyday human scenes capable of generating buzz and engagement.

The U.S. toy retailer Toys’R’Us presented the film “The Origins of Toys’R’Us” at the 2024
Cannes Film Festival. The film was entirely produced using OpenAl’s Sora platform, which is
capable of generating hyper-realistic images, and was the result of a partnership between the
company and the agency Native Foreign. The aim was to tell the story of founder Charles
Lazarus in an emotional tone fueled by the hype surrounding generative Al. However, it did
not achieve the success expected, as the audience and critics were divided regarding the
message conveyed by the work. From the company’s perspective, the message was a simple
story enhanced by Al. From the perspective of part of the audience, the film embedded risks
and fears regarding the limits of technology’s use in relation to human employment and the
detrimental impact on its presence in the advertising and film markets. (Shuck, 2024).

The results, however, have not been entirely disastrous, and there are brands that manage to
maintain a neutral stance in the eyes of the public when they use this technology. In 2025,
Teleton and SBT launched an advertising campaign in support of the annual event, heavily
engineered using generative artificial intelligence, blending the participation of living
celebrities who support the cause with the “active” presence of personalities who have
already passed away and have thus been “recreated by technology.” In this way, three figures
closely associated with SBT and enjoying strong national recognition—the host and
businessman Silvio Santos (founder), the host Gugu Liberato, and the host Hebe Camargo—
appeared in the film as if they were alive, similar to what happened with the campaign
celebrating Brazil’'s 70th anniversary by the automaker Volkswagen (VW). At the time, the
company and Almap BBDO, an advertising agency, were the first to use generative Al to
“recreate” a deceased person (singer Elis Regina) to perform alongside her daughter, singer
Maria Rita (2023), who was only four years old when her mother died.
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In both cases—the Teleton/SBT campaign and the one featuring the two singers—we
observed that the emotional appeal, centered on figures beloved by the public who have since
passed away, proved to be a key trigger, as it was able to generate more engagement than
backlash. When the VW ad aired, although most of the public was pleased by the nostalgia of
seeing singer Elis Regina again and showed affection for her reuniting mother and daughter
on screen, another, smaller segment took to social media to question the validity of copyrights
regarding the use of a deceased person’s image, even if they were a celebrity. At the time, the
matter was quickly addressed by the agency and the automaker, who explained that Elis’s
heirs and children had been consulted beforehand and had agreed to the initiative, thereby
calming public opinion. (Exame, 2023).

The 2025 Teleton/SBT campaign marked the 28th anniversary of the event’s inception, and
the organizers described the “participation” of Silvio Santos, Gugu Liberato, and Hebe
Camargo (Fig. 3) as a tribute to these three celebrities for their support and consistent
presence in previous editions of the event, when they were still alive. In a press release
(Noticias da TV, 2025), SBT reported that authorization to use Silvio Santos’s image was even
subject to three conditions set by his family to three requirements for the producers: that the
video tell the story of the 75 years of the AACD (Association for Assistance to Children with
Disabilities), that it have an emotional rather than a documentary appeal, and that it create
images of moments considered historic for the project and the partnership, but which had
never been recorded. In the 2025 edition, the Teleton/SBT campaign set a historic record for
donations over its 28-year history by raising a total of BRL 37.2 million (AACD, 2025), which
helps demonstrate how much a human-centered emotional appeal can benefit a brand.

In our view, for an emotional appeal to be successful and well understood as a communication
strategy, it must be supported by a compelling argument. Furthermore, when this appeal is
accompanied by the use of an image of a deceased loved one, the brand must inform the
public that the person’s family has given their consent for their posthumous digital presence.
The examples mentioned above demonstrate that this can lead to more favorable public
acceptance without damaging the reputation of the brands involved. In an era of coexistence
between humans, digital humans, and non-humans, the blended presence of those who are
fully alive and those who exist only in the digital realm is becoming an increasingly common
feature in the realm of communication (Boarini, 2024).
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Figure 4. Teleton/SBT Campaign

Source: Metrépoles Entreté YouTube Channel (2025).

Communication must recognize the limits of technology and know how to balance human
elements in a way that does not undermine reputation management.

“Technology is always social and human: Al is not just about technology, but also about what
humans do with it, how they use it, how they perceive and experience it, and how they
incorporate it into broader socio-technical environments,” notes Coeckelberg (2023, p. 79).
McDonald’s (Netherlands) itself acknowledged the failure of its Christmas ad in a subsequent
statement (Cress, 2025).

Bhaskar (2020, p. 120) states that “algorithms cannot see beyond the data, and while they are
good at telling us which movie we might want to watch, they cannot tell us whether the movie
is any good.” According to the same author, curation that can be considered well done
involves not only expertise and taste but also trust and empathy. “Without these elements, it
becomes irrelevant.” (id., p. 294).

4.2. The phenomena that cause revulsion

The uncanny valley is a phenomenon first described in 1970 by Professor Masahiro Mori to
define the feeling of repulsion and strangeness people experienced, at the time, toward
robots. The scholar’s intention with the term was to highlight that a robot’s appearance and
voice are key factors in people’s socialization with and acceptance of this type of machine,
fostering coexistence between machines and humans.

This strangeness, however, can be mitigated through the context of the communication
strategy employed: aligning the machine’s image with that of a human to inspire trust and
empathy, a story to be told, and, above all, the brand’s transparency and ethics toward the
public when disclosing the use of artificial intelligence during the process (Boarini, 2024, p.96).
This is because it is feasible to leverage technology to contribute to a brand’s value creation.
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When, however, the intention is to exploit the technology to mislead or promote a misleading
image regarding a particular topic or product, the phenomenon is defined as “Al washing,”
similar to the term “greenwashing,” which refers to environmental issues. Terra (2025, p. 6)
introduces the term “Al (or IA) Washing” as a mechanism of exaggeration by companies in the
use of generative technology, leading to distorted perceptions or an attempt to boost their
reputation simply by adopting the technology in a communication piece. In short, the purpose
of Al washing is to capture the audience’s attention and, thereby, increase visibility for the
organization and its corporate image.

In our view, the cases of Coca-Cola, McDonald’s in the Netherlands, and Toys “R” Us all reveal
the phenomenon of alienation, driven by a careless and impulsive use of technology, in which
the goal of jumping on the bandwagon to create a perception of an innovative brand
overshadowed the concern for maintaining the coherence of a communication strategy that
had already been traditionally employed. The Teleton/SBT case, in our assessment, drew less
negative criticism because it utilized a resource already known and accepted by the public,
grounded in emotional appeal and convincing argumentation from a human perspective.
However, an initiative like this is not free from debate, since there will always be questions
regarding the right to use images of deceased public figures, who authorizes such use,
whether the video is ethical, and whether the person would have participated in such a brand
campaign had they still been alive, among other issues.

According to Arangu, Singaraju, and Niininen (2023, pp. 488-489), when faced with
synthetically created images, consumers have perceived the “falseness” of the reality
depicted in the image, reacting negatively and with distrust to the communication, which
contributes to the creation of barriers within the marketing persuasion process devised by
brands and their respective agencies. However, the authors emphasize that in projects
undertaken by nonprofit organizations, consumers tend to be more tolerant of the use of
synthetic images, because they understand that traditional production generally requires a
higher investment, which is not always accessible to this type of institution (2023, p. 489).

In contrast to the brands studied, we highlight the case of the communication strategy
undertaken by the luxury brand Hermes in early 2026, when it featured on its website hand-
drawn images by French artist Linda Merad. According to Merad, in an interview with Fast
Company, the brand’s goal was to present illustrations that would be recognized as human-
made at first glance, so that people could feel “the materiality of the drawing” (Segran, 2026).
The communication strategy was designed to align with an image centered on the production
of exclusive, handcrafted pieces. Another brand that bet on humanization was Porsche (Neto,
2025), with hand-drawn designs and 3D animation, and to leave no doubt about the non-use
of Al, it posted an explanation of how the campaign had been created (@porsche, 2025).

Is the “made by humans” label being gradually introduced into marketing materials to create
a more engaging and trustworthy perception among the public? Or is this merely a strategy
employed by players in the luxury market seeking to differentiate themselves from the mass
market for their own economic survival?
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According to Altay and Gilardi (2024), based on a study they conducted, labeling a work as Al-
generated has been shown to evoke in people a feeling more closely linked to a lack of
accuracy and a sense of distrust; for this very reason, the authors recommend that the
adoption of this technology as a marketing and communication strategy be approached with
caution.

The phenomenon of resistance to the use of technology is not limited to the field of
communication; rather, in every aspect of a company’s operations, we see that there is always
a risk of significant reputational damage. In the first half of 2025, for example, Luis von Ahn,
CEO of the language-learning platform Duolingo, announced internally, via a corporate memo
sent to the entire company, the adoption of a policy called “Al first,” under which generative
Al would progressively replace human professionals in all roles where such replacement was
technically feasible (Basilio, 2025). This strategic and organizational initiative triggered such
intense negative backlash on social media that it ended up damaging the reputation of the
brand, which, until then, had enjoyed widespread public support (Meio & Mensagem, 2025).

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The fact that artificial intelligence —particularly its generative form—and its entire ecosystem
are still in the process of spreading creates opportunities for errors to occur. However, today,
organizations play the role of a “platform that brings together people’s shared interests, based
on the sector or segment in which they operate, and even serving as a source of trust, a
reference, and content on a specific topic” (Terra, 2021, p. 68).

Achieving such a status stems from well-orchestrated and integrated communication efforts,
and for this reason, we consider it unjustifiable for a brand to get carried away by the buzz of
technology in the pursuit of an image of innovation, abandoning narrative elements
developed, tested, and accepted over the years, as evidenced by the campaigns cited above.
Han (2023, p. 15) reiterates that stories have the power to connect people insofar as they
foster empathy and enable the building of communities with active listeners. The hasty use of
Al to generate a narrative driven solely by innovation causes unnecessary reputational
damage.

Reputation is built through the experiences that an organization’s stakeholders have with it
over time and is consolidated as social expectations and perceptions among the parties align
(Almeida, 2017, pp. 37-38). The author emphasizes that the challenges today lie in
maintaining the reputation that has already been built and knowing how to manage
reputational risks.

In the case of Coca-Cola and McDonald’s (Netherlands), by pulling the ads from the air, the
companies demonstrated their ability to manage reputational risks. However, our question
focuses on the care required at an earlier stage. Wouldn’t it be more assertive and prudent to
exercise curation and judgment less driven by hype, in order to prevent a situation of negative
exposure like the one suffered by these brands?

The frenetic development of technology is likely to continue in the coming years, and
organizational communication professionals must weigh risks and opportunities, considering
what to avoid and where to invest when producing campaigns, regardless of their scope.
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Below, we present some questions that can serve as a guide for production to mitigate errors.

Table 3. Risks associated with the use of generative Al in communication campaigns

What to avoid Questions to ask

Reflecting on the temptation of | How might Al be used in a way that undermines the
hype. communication efforts built up over the years?

A lack of authenticity generated by | Do images and narratives sought out and generated
the machine. by Al convey authenticity and humanity?

The corporate uncanny valley. A sense of alienation causes repulsion, and this is at
odds with the engagement and empathy fostered
over the years.

Using Al as a narrative. Humans need human narratives to connect, build
empathy, and recognize the brand as a source of
trust.

Source: The authors (2026).

A study conducted by NielsenlQ and released in 2025 showed that consumers have been
paying close attention to the use of Al technology in commercials and have been able to
spontaneously identify its use in various advertising materials (Chalegra, 2025). Although
these same consumers are Al users themselves, they find the use of the technology annoying
when applied to advertising campaigns. The study, conducted using electroencephalography,
also revealed an equally relevant finding: Those Al-generated campaigns trigger weak memory
recall compared to traditionally produced campaigns, which have a strong memory-triggering
effect. For this reason, one of the research institute’s recommendations for brands that use
artificial intelligence is to adopt and follow a careful process so that the technology does not
feel out of place.

One striking finding, however, comes from a survey conducted by the IAB (Interactive
Advertising Bureau) in partnership with Sonata Insights and published by Merigo on the b9
portal (2026), showing that while 82% of executives believe the use of Al in ads is viewed
positively, only 45% of consumers (Gen Z, 1995-2010, and Millennials, 1981-1996) reported
agreeing with this. Among Gen Z, 39% have a negative perception; 20% describe brands as
manipulative, and 16% consider them unethical. 73% of Gen Z and Millennials say that even if
there is transparency—that is, if ads are transparent about the use of Al—this does not affect
their purchase intent (Merigo, 2026). Broadly speaking, what we can infer here is that the use
of Al does not guarantee a purchase or brand favorability and, in some cases, even affects the
brand’s reputation, as in the case of McDonald’s Netherlands and Coca-Cola and its
“traditional” Christmas campaign.

Another debate worth highlighting here concerns the use of deceased public figures and
celebrities in campaigns that employ generative Al. Although they can mobilize audiences
through nostalgia, longing, and affection, critics point to the unethical nature of using these
images, the attempt to profit from someone who is no longer with us, and the question of
whether that person would actually participate in a campaign for a particular brand. This is
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what happened with Volkswagen’s 70th-anniversary campaign in Brazil, which sparked
controversy for using the image of Elis Regina—a figure associated with Brazil’s
redemocratization—and linking her to a company that allegedly supported the country’s
military regime.

Finally, in the campaigns we cited and analyzed, the use of institutional communication
predominates, followed by marketing communication. These communication pieces allow us
to understand the technology less as a tool for cost rationalization (one of the common
arguments used to justify the use of generative Al) and more as a symbolic marker of
innovation, pioneering spirit, and market relevance (that is, as reputational capital for an
organization that is in step with current technologies).

To summarize, we conclude with a suggestion (Table 4) regarding what we consider relevant
to consider before using generative Al in communication campaigns of all kinds, to preserve,
without a scratch, the reputational capital built and managed over the years.

Table 4. Considerations regarding the use of generative Al

What to invest in Considerations

Prioritize narratives and human | Technology can develop solutions for textual and
stories. visual narratives, but won’t the audience be able to
spot the discrepancy between the human and
machine-generated tones?

Test the emotional resonance of | While Al is still all the rage, we need to test the
each campaign. emotional appeal of work created using this
technology. What might be seen as an extra cost
actually serves as an antidote to reputational
damage.

Use Al to amplify, rather than | The human side of a narrative is not out of fashion. Al
create, narratives and insights. has the ability to make any human narrative more
polished—that is, to present it through a more
attractive design. The essence of content that
touches the heart must be created from a human
perspective.

Incorporate human  curation | Testing emotional resonance, assessing discrepancies
throughout the entire process. between narratives, and “editing” technologically
innovative content is a necessary task that requires
human effort and investment throughout the entire
process.

Source: The authors (2026).

Due to the rapid pace of change in this field, as the use of generative Al becomes increasingly
common, the topic requires ongoing research and systematic monitoring of the relationship
between brands, their use of the technology, and public opinion.
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6. Al STATEMENT

The authors did not use artificial intelligence at any stage of the work, from identifying the
research subject, conducting literature and documentary reviews, and analyzing data for
content development, to drafting the text, sourcing images, creating tables, and revising the
text. The authors are responsible for the integrity and originality of the study.
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