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Abstract 

This thesis examines how social media discourse communities construct and challenge the 

legitimacy of AI-generated versus human-led/non-AI-framed corporate communication. The 

study is based on a qualitative comparative case study of audience responses to two 

contemporary advertising campaigns: Coca-Cola’s AI-generated Holidays Are Coming 

advertisement and Pepsi’s The Choice Super Bowl advertisement, which was publicly framed 

and interpreted as a human-led creative contrast. 

 The empirical material consists of approximately 280 YouTube comments collected from 

the selected campaign videos. The comments are treated as qualitative textual data rather than as 

statistically representative indicators of audience opinion. The analysis applies In Vivo Coding, 

Values Coding, Pattern Coding, and a linguistic textual analysis informed by Fairclough’s textual 

dimension. This makes it possible to identify recurring expressions and values while also 

examining how specific linguistic choices contribute to audience evaluations of the campaigns. 

The theoretical framework is primarily based on Suchman’s legitimacy theory and supplemented 

by concepts of authenticity, discourse communities, and networked publics. 

 The findings show that legitimacy is not a fixed quality of corporate communication, but 

something constructed and negotiated through audience discourse. In the Coca-Cola case, 

commenters largely challenge the campaign’s legitimacy by describing the advertisement as 

inauthentic, emotionally empty, visually unstable, and socially irresponsible. Moral legitimacy is 

weakened when the use of AI is associated with reduced human creativity, artistic labour, and 

emotional sincerity. Cognitive legitimacy is also challenged when users point to visual 

inconsistencies and narrative details that make the advertisement appear incoherent or unnatural. 

Pragmatic legitimacy is weakened when the campaign is reframed as unintentionally benefiting 

Pepsi. 

 In contrast, Pepsi’s campaign is frequently constructed as more legitimate because it is 

associated with humour, human effort, creative intention, and care. Commenters often position 

Pepsi as a more convincing and engaging alternative to Coca-Cola’s AI-generated approach. 

Across both cases, authenticity emerges as a central factor in audience evaluations. Commenters 

respond not only to the final advertisements, but also to what their perceived production methods 
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signal about the brands behind them. 

 The thesis further shows how repeated expressions such as “soulless AI,” “AI slop,” “real 

magic,” and “genuine effort” contribute to shared evaluative vocabularies within the selected 

YouTube discourse communities. These expressions do not merely reflect individual opinions, 

but help shape broader meanings around AI, creativity, authenticity, and corporate responsibility. 

The findings therefore suggest that companies using AI-generated communication must consider 

not only technological quality, efficiency, and scalability, but also how audiences interpret the 

role of human creativity and emotional authenticity in advertising. AI-generated communication 

may become more visually convincing over time, but its legitimacy cannot be assumed simply 

because the technology improves. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SIV. 4th Semester, 2026        Master’s Thesis    Dane Andersen   
Aalborg University           Student no: 20214397 
 

 

 
Table Of Contents  
 
1. Introduction 1 

1.1 Purpose of the Study 4 

1.2 Problem Statement 4 

1.3 Relevance 5 

2. Philosophy of Science & Research Design 5 

2.1 Philosophy of Science 5 

2.2 Ontology and Epistemology 6 

2.3 Research Design 8 

3. Literature Review 9 

3.1 AI in Corporate Communication and Marketing 10 

3.2 Audience Perceptions of Artificial Intelligence 11 

3.3 Authenticity in Branding 12 

3.4 Audience Participation in Digital Environments 15 

3.5 Discourse Communities 15 

3.6 Networked Publics 17 

3.7 Implications for the Present Study 17 

4. Theoretical Framework 19 

4.1 Legitimacy Theory 19 

4.1.1 Pragmatic Legitimacy 21 

4.1.2 Moral Legitimacy 22 

4.1.3 Cognitive Legitimacy 23 

4.2 Supplementing Legitimacy Theory: Authenticity and Networked Publics 25 

4.3 Discourse Communities 26 

5. Methodology 27 

5.1 Online Comments as Qualitative Data 28 

5.2 Case Selection 29 

5.3 Empirical Data 30 

5.4 Data Collection and Selection Criteria 31 



SIV. 4th Semester, 2026        Master’s Thesis    Dane Andersen   
Aalborg University           Student no: 20214397 
 

 

5.5 Web Scraping Tool 32 

5.6 Ethical Considerations and Limitations 33 

5.7 Methods of Analysis 34 

5.7.1 Coding 34 

5.7.2 Use of Coding Tables 35 

5.7.3 In Vivo Coding 36 

5.7.4 Values Coding 37 

5.7.5 Linguistic Textual Analysis 39 

6. Analysis 40 

6.1 Coca-Cola | Holidays Are Coming 40 

6.1.1 AI as Inauthentic and Emotionally Empty 41 

6.1.2 AI as Corporate Irresponsibility 42 

6.1.3 AI as Visual and Narrative Breakdown 43 

6.1.4 Pepsi as Beneficiary and Comparative Brand Reversal 45 

6.1.5 Nuanced and Minority Responses 45 

6.1.6 Coca-Cola: AI-Generated Advertising as a Legitimacy Problem 46 

6.2 Pepsi | The Choice | Super Bowl 47 

6.2.1 Non-AI as Authentic and Effortful 48 

6.2.2 Human Creativity and Corporate Responsibility 50 

6.2.3 Humour and Brand Rivalry as Creative Strategy 51 

6.2.4 Pepsi as Comparative Winner 52 

6.2.5 Audience Engagement and Persuasive Appeal 52 

6.2.6 Nuanced Cross-Brand Evaluation 53 

6.2.7 Pepsi: Non-AI Advertising as Legitimising Contrast 54 

7. Discussion 55 

7.1 From Technical Flaws to Legitimacy Problems 56 

7.2 Authenticity and Human Effort as Legitimacy Markers 57 

7.3 AI Advertising and Unstable Norms 58 

7.4 Audience Discourse & Public Positioning 59 

7.5 Business Implications: Efficiency, Attention, and Legitimacy Risk 60 

7.6 Analytical Scope and Limitations 61 



SIV. 4th Semester, 2026        Master’s Thesis    Dane Andersen   
Aalborg University           Student no: 20214397 
 

 

8. Conclusion 62 

Bibliography: 65 

Reflection Sheet 68 



SIV. 4th Semester, 2026        Master’s Thesis    Dane Andersen   
Aalborg University           Student no: 20214397 
 

 1 

1. Introduction 

In recent years, artificial intelligence (AI) has become an increasingly visible part of corporate 

communication and advertising. One notable development is the growing use of AI-generated 

video content, which allows companies to produce commercials faster, with fewer resources, and 

at lower cost than traditional production methods. Many brands are beginning to integrate AI 

across the creative process, from generating visual elements to editing and adapting content for 

different platforms and audiences (MNTN Team 2026; Stock 2025). 

 This development could appear as not only technological, but also strategic. AI tools 

enable companies to generate multiple versions of advertisements, test campaign variations, and 

optimise content in real time. AI also supports large-scale localisation, making it easier for 

brands to adapt communication across languages, markets, and platforms. As a result, companies 

are increasingly able to move from isolated campaign production toward continuous, “always-

on” content creation, where communication can be produced, adjusted, and distributed on 

demand (MNTN Team 2026). 

 Despite these advantages, AI-generated commercials also present clear limitations. 

Because these AI systems are trained on existing patterns, they can struggle to produce 

communication that feels genuine, authentic or emotionally engaging. This may result in 

advertisements that appear generic, overly polished, or lacking authenticity. These issues are not 

only technical, but also perceptual, as audiences are becoming increasingly able to recognise AI-

generated content and may respond with scepticism when communication appears to prioritise 

efficiency over authentic meaningful expression (MNTN Team 2026). 

 These tensions may point to a broader shift in corporate communication. AI clearly 

expands what is possible in terms of production speed, scale, and experimentation, but it also 

challenges established expectations around creativity, authenticity, and the role of human input 

in brand communication. Reactions to AI-generated communication are therefore often shaped 

by wider societal concerns about artificial intelligence, including questions of trust, transparency, 

ethical responsibility, and the future of human creativity. Public attitudes to AI tend to be 

ambivalent, reflecting both optimism and scepticism toward its growing role in contemporary 

society (Virginia Tech 2023). 
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 This ambivalence becomes particularly visible in social media environments, where users 

openly express, challenge, and negotiate their views on emerging technologies. In these spaces, 

AI-generated corporate communication is evaluated not only in terms of effectiveness, but also 

in relation to broader expectations of authenticity, transparency, creativity, and human 

involvement. Audience responses may therefore become polarised, as users position themselves 

for or against the use of AI in brand communication. 

 This dynamic can be further understood through the concept of discourse communities. 

Rather than viewing audiences as isolated individuals, social media users can be understood as 

participants in communities where shared ways of interpreting, evaluating, and discussing 

content develop over time. Discourse communities are characterised by common communicative 

practices, shared norms, and particular forms of language that reflect collective understandings 

(Kim and Vorobel 2015). In this sense, meaning is not simply derived from the advertisement 

itself but is constructed through interaction between users. This makes social media comment 

sections relevant spaces for examining how corporate communication is evaluated, challenged, 

and legitimised. 

 These dynamics can especially be observed in recent high-profile advertising campaigns. 

Coca-Cola’s 2025 AI-generated holiday campaign, which reimagines its iconic “Holidays are 

Coming” commercial through generative video technology, generated widespread discussion 

online (Coca-Cola 2025). Although the campaign was presented as an innovative use of 

emerging technology, viewers quickly pointed out visual inconsistencies, including shifting 

shapes and unnatural movements, which exposed some of the technical limitations of AI-

generated video (O’Reilly 2025). More critical responses described the campaign as “AI slop,” 

reflecting broader concerns that efficiency-driven production may come at the expense of 

originality and creative quality (Futurism 2025). 

 On the other hand, Pepsi’s “The Choice” 2026 Super Bowl campaign provides a 

contrasting case. Released shortly after Coca-Cola’s AI-generated holiday advertisement, Pepsi’s 

campaign appeared in the highly visible context of the Super Bowl, one of the most prominent 

advertising events in contemporary brand communication. The advertisement revives the long-

standing “Pepsi Challenge” concept with a humorous twist, as a polar bear resembling Coca-

Cola’s iconic brand character conducts a blind taste test and ultimately declares Pepsi the 

preferred choice (Pepsi 2026). Although the campaign uses a CGI bear, Pepsi’s marketing 
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framing emphasised human creative direction, craft, and the role of its creative partners, with 

Pepsi noting the importance of a “human touch” in the advertisement (Bradley 2026). The Pepsi 

case is therefore relevant not because the thesis can independently verify that no AI tools were 

used at any stage of production, but because the campaign was publicly discussed and received 

as a human-led, non-AI contrast to Coca-Cola’s AI-generated approach.  

This case becomes increasingly relevant in relation to Coca-Cola’s campaign because the two 

advertisements appear within the same broader debate about AI, creativity, authenticity, and 

brand communication. As will be explored in the analysis, several comments in the collected 

YouTube data explicitly position Pepsi’s campaign in relation to Coca-Cola’s AI-generated 

approach. 

 Initial observations of user comments under both campaigns suggest distinct patterns in 

audience responses. In the case of Coca-Cola’s AI-generated advertisement, comments appear to 

be largely characterised by critical and sceptical discourse, with users questioning the 

authenticity, creativity, and quality of the campaign. In contrast, responses to Pepsi’s publicly 

interpreted non-AI advertisement appear more positive and comparative, with users often 

treating it as a more appealing example of advertising. In this way, Pepsi’s campaign is not only 

discussed on its own terms but also positioned by audiences as a contrast to Coca-Cola’s AI-

generated approach. These differences suggest that audience reactions are structured around 

competing interpretations of what constitutes effective, authentic, and acceptable corporate 

communication in a context where AI, creativity, and brand legitimacy are increasingly 

becoming more important and debated. 

Building on these observations, this thesis examines how social media audiences construct and 

contest the legitimacy of corporate communication, with particular attention to AI-generated 

advertising. While existing research has explored the technological development and strategic 

use of AI in marketing, less attention has been paid to how audiences actively interpret, 

negotiate, and challenge these practices through everyday discourse on social media. 
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1.1 Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to analyse how social media audiences construct and challenge the 

legitimacy of corporate communication in response to two contemporary brand campaigns: 

Coca-Cola’s AI-generated holiday advertisement and Pepsi’s Super Bowl advertisement, which 

is publicly framed and interpreted as a human-led creative contrast. By comparing these cases, 

the thesis examines how audience evaluations differ when one campaign is explicitly AI-

generated, while the other is discussed as a non-AI alternative within the same wider debate 

about advertising, authenticity, creativity, and AI. 

 The analysis is based on YouTube comments collected from the selected Coca-Cola and 

Pepsi campaign videos. These comments are examined as part of visible social media discourse 

rather than as reflections of individual demographic groups. Through qualitative coding and 

linguistic textual analysis, the study identifies recurring patterns in how audiences evaluate, 

compare, and contest corporate communication. 

 Theoretically, the study is grounded in legitimacy theory, supported by concepts of 

authenticity, discourse communities, and networked publics. Together, these concepts make it 

possible to examine not only whether audiences accept or reject the campaigns, but how 

legitimacy is constructed, challenged, and negotiated through public audience discourse on social 

media. This is academically relevant because it shifts attention from how organisations use AI in 

communication to how audiences interpret and evaluate such uses in practice, which leads to the 

problem statement guiding the thesis. 

 

1.2 Problem Statement 

How do social media discourse communities construct and contest the legitimacy of AI-

generated versus publicly interpreted non-AI corporate communication in two contemporary 

Coca-Cola and Pepsi commercials?   
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1.3 Relevance 

This study is academically relevant because it contributes to research on corporate 

communication and artificial intelligence by shifting attention from organisational use of AI to 

audience interpretation. As previously mentioned, while existing research has often focused on 

technological capabilities, strategic implementation, or consumer trust, this thesis examines how 

legitimacy is constructed and contested through social media discourse. 

 The study hopefully proves to be practically relevant for organisations using or 

considering AI-generated communication. As brands increasingly experiment with AI in 

advertising, audience responses become important for understanding how such communication 

may affect credibility, authenticity, and brand perception. By comparing an AI-generated 

campaign with a publicly interpreted non-AI campaign, the thesis offers insight into how 

different forms of corporate communication are either accepted or challenged by audiences.  

 
 

2. Philosophy of Science & Research Design  

This section outlines the philosophy of science underlying the thesis and explains how social 

constructivism shapes the overall research approach. It further clarifies how the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions inform the analysis of how audiences respond to and evaluate 

corporate communication. In particular, these assumptions underpin the study of how audiences 

construct and contest the legitimacy of Coca-Cola’s AI-generated campaign and Pepsi’s human-

led creative contrast through YouTube comments. The social constructivist perspective guides 

the selection of theory, method, and empirical data throughout the thesis 

2.1 Philosophy of Science 

This thesis is based on a social constructivist perspective, which serves as the scientific 

foundation of the study. From this perspective, knowledge and meaning are not fixed, but are 

shaped through social interaction, cultural context, and shared experiences (Holm 2021, 141). 

People therefore interpret the world in different ways, depending on their social relations and the 
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communities they are part of. As a result, social and cultural phenomena can be understood 

differently across groups (Holm 2021, 144). 

 This perspective is especially relevant for the analysis of YouTube comments, where 

meaning is often created through short, informal, and highly contextual forms of communication. 

Within these environments, users can be understood as participating in discourse communities, 

where shared ways of speaking, evaluating, and interpreting content develop over time. In the 

comment sections of corporate campaigns, users may describe advertising as authentic, artificial, 

creative, lazy, humorous, or inappropriate. These differing interpretations are not random but 

reflect shared norms and assumptions within particular communities. This highlights how 

meaning is constructed collectively, rather than existing as a fixed property of the 

communication itself (Kim and Vorobel 2015). 

 Within social constructivism, language is not seen as neutral, but as something that 

actively shapes meaning (Holm 2021, 145). Words and expressions gain meaning through the 

context in which they are used, often described as “language games,” where language follows 

different rules depending on the situation and the community (Holm 2021, 143). Understanding 

communication therefore requires attention to context, as meaning emerges through use. 

This view of language is central to this thesis, as it treats social media comments as spaces where 

meaning is created and negotiated. In the context of AI-generated and non-AI corporate 

communication, audience responses are therefore understood as socially constructed 

interpretations, shaped by shared norms, expectations, and cultural references. 

 

2.2 Ontology and Epistemology 

The philosophy of science is grounded in specific ontological and epistemological assumptions, 

which shape both the research question and the methodological approach of the thesis. As argued 

by Grix, ontology and epistemology can be understood as the foundations upon which research is 

built, as methodological choices and methods are closely connected to these underlying 

assumptions (Grix 2019, 81). 

 Ontology concerns the nature of reality and what can be said to exist within the social 
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world. It is often described as the starting point of research, as assumptions about reality 

influence both epistemological and methodological choices (Grix 2019, 81). In this context, 

ontological assumptions refer to how the researcher understands social reality, including what 

exists, how it is structured, and how social phenomena can be studied. 

 As emphasized by Grix, it is not possible to study social phenomena without relying on 

certain assumptions about what social reality is. Even if these assumptions are not made explicit, 

they still shape how a study is conducted and how its findings are interpreted. Making these 

assumptions clear is therefore important, as it helps define the theoretical position of the study 

and ensures consistency in how the research is approached. It also makes it easier to distinguish 

between different research perspectives and understand how conclusions are reached (Grix 2019, 

84). 

 From a social constructivist perspective, reality is not viewed as fully objective or 

independent, but as something shaped through social processes and interpretation. In this thesis, 

this means that the legitimacy of corporate communication is not treated as an inherent property 

of an advertisement. Instead, legitimacy is understood as something that emerges through 

audience interpretations and evaluations. Different users may therefore construct different, and 

sometimes conflicting, understandings of the same campaign. 

 Epistemology, in turn, concerns how knowledge about this reality can be obtained. While 

ontology addresses what can be known, epistemology focuses on how we come to know it (Grix 

2019). In line with a social constructivist perspective, the thesis adopts an interpretivist 

epistemology, where knowledge is generated through the analysis of meaning-making processes. 

Rather than measuring audience responses as fixed variables, the study seeks to understand how 

audiences express, negotiate, and contest their interpretations through discourse. 

 These assumptions guide the methodological choices of the thesis. YouTube comments 

are not treated as objective indicators of audience opinion, but as situated expressions of 

meaning. The analysis therefore focuses on how language is used to construct evaluations of 

corporate communication, rather than attempting to determine a single “true” audience 

perception. 
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2.3 Research Design  

In line with the social constructivist perspective outlined above, this thesis adopts a qualitative 

comparative case study design. This design is suitable because the study aims to examine 

audience responses in depth and in relation to the specific contexts in which they appear. Rather 

than measuring predefined audience attitudes, the thesis examines how meaning, evaluation, and 

legitimacy are constructed through YouTube comments. 

 The study focuses on two contemporary advertising campaigns: Coca-Cola’s AI-

generated holiday advertisement and Pepsi’s Super Bowl advertisement, which is publicly 

framed and interpreted as a human-led creative contrast. The cases are strategically selected 

because they share important similarities while also differing in a key respect. Both campaigns 

involve large, recognisable brands, draw on familiar brand symbols, and have generated visible 

audience engagement on YouTube. However, Coca-Cola’s campaign foregrounds AI-generated 

advertising, while Pepsi’s campaign relies on humour, brand rivalry, and a more traditional 

creative strategy. 

 The comparative element is central to the research design. Comparative case studies 

make it possible to examine similarities and differences across cases, allowing the researcher to 

identify patterns, contrasts, and context-specific dynamics (Bartlett and Vavrus 2016). In this 

thesis, the comparison is used to examine how legitimacy, authenticity, and creativity are 

constructed and contested differently across the two cases. The aim is not to determine which 

campaign is objectively more successful, but to understand how audiences evaluate different 

forms of corporate communication within a shared debate about AI, creativity, authenticity, and 

brand legitimacy. 

 The theoretical foundation of the thesis is primarily based on legitimacy theory, which 

provides a framework for understanding how corporate actions are evaluated in relation to social 

norms and expectations. This perspective is supplemented by concepts of authenticity, discourse 

communities, and networked publics, which help explain why audience responses may become 

expressive, contested, and socially meaningful. Together, these concepts support the analysis of 

how audiences assess what is perceived as acceptable, credible, authentic, or appropriate 

corporate communication. 

 The empirical data consists of YouTube comments collected/web scraped from the 
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selected Coca-Cola and Pepsi campaign videos. These comments are treated as qualitative 

textual data rather than as statistically representative audience responses. As explained further in 

the methodology section, the analysis uses In Vivo Coding, Values Coding, and Pattern Coding 

to identify recurring expressions, values, and categories in the comments. These coded patterns 

are then examined through a linguistic textual analysis informed by Fairclough’s textual 

dimension, focusing on how word choice, contrast, irony, humour, and evaluative language 

contribute to the construction or contestation of legitimacy. 

 In line with the social constructivist foundation of the thesis, the comparative case study 

is not used to produce broad statistical claims. Instead, it allows for a focused qualitative analysis 

of how meaning is produced through discourse. The cases therefore function as strategically 

selected examples through which the thesis examines broader questions about legitimacy, 

authenticity, and audience interpretation in contemporary corporate communication. 

 A more thorough description of the data collection process, including selection criteria, 

coding procedures, and methodological limitations, is provided in the methodology section. 

 

3. Literature Review 

As previously mentioned, the use of artificial intelligence in corporate communication is a 

relatively recent development, and as a result, research is still emerging. While the literature on 

AI in marketing is growing, studies that specifically examine how audiences respond to AI-

generated corporate communication appear to  remain limited. 

 The literature review is therefore structured as a conceptual funnel, beginning with 

broader discussions of AI in marketing and gradually narrowing toward key themes that are 

central to the thesis, including audience perceptions of AI, authenticity, audience participation, 

discourse communities, and networked publics. 

 By organising the literature in this way, the literature review not only outlines the current 

state of research, but also attempts to highlight how the present study contributes to an emerging 

area by focusing on how audience responses are expressed and negotiated within social media 

discourse. 
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3.1 AI in Corporate Communication and Marketing 

Artificial intelligence is increasingly embedded in marketing and corporate communication, not 

merely as a technological innovation but as a structural shift in how communication is produced, 

distributed, and optimised. Recent research highlights how generative AI enables organisations 

to move beyond traditional, broad-based messaging toward highly personalised and data-driven 

communication strategies. By analysing large volumes of consumer data, including behavioural 

patterns, preferences, and past interactions, AI systems allow marketers to generate tailored 

content that aligns closely with individual user expectations (Patil 2024). 

 This development represents a significant transformation in how brands engage with 

audiences. Rather than relying on static campaigns, companies are now able to produce dynamic 

and adaptive communication that can be continuously adjusted in response to real-time data. 

Generative AI tools make it possible to automate processes such as content creation, A/B testing, 

and audience segmentation, which results in increasing both the speed and scalability of 

marketing efforts. As a result, corporate communication is becoming more data-driven and 

responsive, enabling brands to adjust content continuously and maintain a constant presence 

across multiple platforms and touchpoints (Patil 2024). 

 At the same time, generative AI is reshaping the nature of creative production within 

marketing. Tasks that were previously resource-intensive, such as producing visual content, 

writing copy, or developing campaign variations, can now be carried out more efficiently 

through AI-driven systems. This not only reduces production time and costs but also allows for a 

greater volume and diversity of content. Consequently, AI does not simply support existing 

communication practices but actively expands what is possible in terms of scale, 

experimentation, and creative output. 

 However, alongside these opportunities, the integration of AI into corporate 

communication also introduces several challenges. The 2024 article highlights concerns related 

to data privacy, algorithmic bias, and the ethical use of AI-generated content. In particular, the 

ability of AI systems to produce human-like communication raises questions about transparency 

and authenticity. While AI can enhance efficiency and personalisation, it may also create 

uncertainty about the origin, intent, and credibility of corporate communication (Patil 2024).  

 These tensions suggest that the growing use of AI in marketing is not only a matter of 
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technological advancement, but also one that reshapes the relationship between organisations and 

their audiences. While existing research provides valuable insights into how AI is implemented 

and what it enables from a strategic perspective, less attention has been paid to how such 

communication is perceived and evaluated by audiences. This becomes particularly relevant in 

social media contexts, where users actively respond to, interpret, and contest corporate 

communication in real time. 

3.2 Audience Perceptions of Artificial Intelligence 

While artificial intelligence undoubtedly enables new forms of efficiency and personalisation in 

corporate communication, its effectiveness ultimately depends on how it is perceived and 

evaluated by audiences. Existing research suggests that consumer responses to AI-enabled 

marketing are shaped by several interrelated factors, particularly trust, transparency, and 

emotional response (Jain et al. 2025). 

 In the 2025 study “Consumer Trust In AI-Enabled Marketing: A Behavioural Analysis” 

the authors examine how consumer trust is influenced by the use of AI in marketing and identify 

transparency as a central factor in shaping audience perceptions. Their findings indicate that 

when consumers lack insight into how AI systems operate or make decisions, this can lead to 

scepticism and reduced engagement. This highlights how the perceived “black box” nature of AI 

can undermine trust, particularly when communication appears opaque or difficult to understand 

(Jain et al. 2025). 

 In addition to transparency, the study also emphasizes the role of emotional response in 

shaping trust. Positive emotional experiences, such as feelings of convenience or satisfaction, are 

associated with higher levels of trust in AI-driven communication. At the same time, negative 

reactions, including feelings of manipulation or discomfort, can quickly lessen the trust between 

the audience and communicator. This suggests that audience evaluations of AI-generated 

communication are not purely rational but are also closely tied to emotional and affective 

responses (Jain et al. 2025). 

 The study also interestingly emphasises demographic differences in how AI is perceived, 

with younger and more technologically experienced users generally showing higher levels of 

trust compared to older or less technologically familiar audiences. While these findings provide 
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useful insight into general patterns of AI perception, they primarily focus on individual-level 

factors and measurable variables (Jain et al. 2025). 

 As a result, less attention is given to how these perceptions are expressed, negotiated, and 

constructed through discourse in social media environments. This is particularly relevant in the 

context of AI-generated corporate communication, where audience reactions are often publicly 

visible and shaped through interaction. Building on these insights, the present study shifts the 

focus from individual attitudes toward AI to how such attitudes are formed and contested within 

discourse communities (Jain et al. 2025). 

3.3 Authenticity in Branding 

Authenticity has become an increasingly important concept within marketing, driven by a 

growing consumer demand for brands that are perceived as genuine, trustworthy, and consistent. 

While the pursuit of authenticity is not new, it has gained particular relevance in contemporary 

markets characterized by high levels of competition, transparency, and standardization (Fritz, 

Schoenmueller, and Bruhn 2017, 325). In such environments, authenticity functions as a key 

differentiator, allowing brands to stand out and establish stronger connections with consumers. 

 Research suggests that the demand for authenticity is especially pronounced in times of 

uncertainty and change, where individuals seek stability and continuity in their consumption 

practices (Fritz, Schoenmueller, and Bruhn 2017, 325). At the same time, increasing 

homogenization across brands has intensified this demand, as consumers look for signals of 

uniqueness and sincerity. The rise of digital communication further reinforces this dynamic, as 

increased transparency and the rapid circulation of information make it easier for audiences to 

identify inconsistencies or perceived inauthenticity in brand behaviour (Fritz, Schoenmueller, 

and Bruhn 2017, 325). 

 Importantly, authenticity is not understood as an objective property of a brand, but as a 

perceived and socially constructed evaluation. Fritz, Schoenmueller, and Bruhn define brand 

authenticity as the perceived genuineness of a brand, expressed through consistency, originality, 

reliability, and a sense of naturalness (Fritz, Schoenmueller, and Bruhn 2017, 325). This means 

that authenticity emerges through how audiences interpret a brand’s actions and communication, 

rather than being inherent to the brand itself. This understanding aligns closely with a social 
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constructivist perspective, where meaning is shaped through interpretation and interaction. 

 Furthermore, the paper also notes that a key contribution of the literature is the distinction 

between different forms of authenticity. Building on earlier work by Grayson and Martinec 

(2004), authenticity can be understood as either indexical or iconic. Indexical authenticity refers 

to perceptions based on factual or historical connections, such as a brand’s heritage or origin. In 

contrast, iconic authenticity relates to how well a brand symbolically represents certain values, 

meanings, or cultural associations. For example, a brand may be perceived as authentic either 

because it is historically rooted in a particular tradition, or because it successfully communicates 

and embodies the cultural identity associated with that tradition (Fritz, Schoenmueller, and 

Bruhn 2017, 326). 

 In the context of corporate communication, this distinction is particularly relevant. 

Audiences may evaluate a campaign as authentic based on whether it appears true to the brand’s 

established identity (indexical authenticity) or based on whether it effectively communicates a 

convincing and recognizable narrative (iconic authenticity). This highlights how authenticity is 

not fixed, but dependent on how communication is interpreted within specific contexts. 

 The literature further identifies several factors that influence perceptions of authenticity, 

including brand heritage, clarity and consistency in communication, social commitment, and the 

extent to which consumers can identify with the brand (Fritz, Schoenmueller, and Bruhn 2017, 

340). In particular, consistent communication and alignment between a brand’s actions and its 

stated values are emphasized as central to maintaining authenticity. Conversely, perceived 

inconsistencies or actions driven primarily by commercial motives may undermine authenticity 

and lead to scepticism among audiences (Fritz, Schoenmueller, and Bruhn 2017, 328). 

 Importantly, the study also highlights a strong connection between authenticity and 

legitimacy. The perceived cultural fit between a brand and its audience, referred to as brand 

legitimacy, is found to have a significant influence on how authentic a brand is perceived to be 

(Fritz, Schoenmueller, and Bruhn 2017, 340). This suggests that authenticity is not only shaped 

by internal brand consistency, but also by how well a brand aligns with the values, norms, and 

expectations of its audience. In this sense, authenticity and legitimacy are closely intertwined, as 

both depend on audience evaluations of whether a brand’s communication is appropriate and 

credible within a given cultural context. 

 Finally, authenticity is shown to have important consequences for consumer responses. 
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Higher levels of perceived authenticity are associated with stronger brand relationships and more 

positive behavioral intentions, suggesting that authenticity plays a key role in shaping how 

audiences engage with corporate communication (Fritz, Schoenmueller, and Bruhn 2017, 341). 

At the same time, the reliance on perception means that authenticity remains vulnerable to 

contestation, particularly in environments such as social media where audiences actively evaluate 

and debate brand actions. 

 While existing research has primarily examined authenticity through survey-based 

approaches and individual-level perceptions, less attention has been given to how authenticity is 

constructed and negotiated through discourse. This is particularly relevant in the context of AI-

generated corporate communication, where questions of what is “real,” “human,” or “authentic” 

become more pronounced. Building on these insights, the present study examines how 

authenticity is not only perceived, but actively constructed, challenged, and redefined within 

social media discourse. 

 To sum up, the literature on brand authenticity provides an important foundation for 

understanding why audiences respond differently to corporate communication. Since authenticity 

is shaped through perceptions of consistency, sincerity, and alignment with brand values, it 

becomes a key lens through which audiences evaluate both AI-generated and non-AI advertising. 

In the context of this thesis, these insights help explain why certain campaigns may be perceived 

as inauthentic, artificial, or lacking creativity, while others are framed as more credible, effortful, 

or effective. 

 At the same time, the emphasis on authenticity as a subjective and socially constructed 

concept highlights the importance of examining how such perceptions are expressed in practice. 

Rather than treating authenticity as a fixed attribute, this study approaches it as something that is 

actively constructed, negotiated, and contested within public audience discourse. This makes it 

possible to explore not only whether audiences perceive communication as authentic, but how 

these perceptions are articulated, challenged, and linked to broader evaluations of corporate 

legitimacy. 
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3.4 Audience Participation in Digital Environments  

The role of audiences in corporate communication has changed significantly with the rise of 

digital and social media platforms. Rather than acting only as passive receivers of brand 

messages, users can actively interpret, evaluate, circulate, and challenge corporate 

communication. Jenkins’ concept of participatory culture is useful here because it highlights how 

audiences contribute to the creation and circulation of meaning within networked environments 

(Jenkins 2016). 

 In participatory cultures, users are not only consumers of content, but also contributors 

who interpret, respond to, and circulate media in ways that shape its meaning. Jenkins argues that 

participation can take multiple forms, including interpretation, production, and circulation, all of 

which influence how content is understood within a community (Jenkins 2016). This is 

particularly visible in YouTube comment sections, where users engage directly with corporate 

communication and with each other. 

 Participatory culture is also relevant because it highlights the tension between audiences 

and commercial actors. While organisations produce and distribute brand messages, audiences 

may evaluate, challenge, or reinterpret these messages in ways that are not fully controlled by the 

organisation itself (Jenkins 2016). This dynamic is central to the present thesis, as the Coca-Cola 

and Pepsi campaigns are not only analysed as advertisements, but as communication that 

becomes publicly interpreted and contested by audiences. 

 For this thesis, participatory culture is not used as a main analytical concept, but as 

background for understanding why YouTube comments are relevant empirical material. The 

concept helps explain why audience responses matter in corporate communication, while 

discourse communities and networked publics provide the more specific analytical concepts used 

to examine how legitimacy is constructed and contested in public audience discourse. 

3.5 Discourse Communities 

Discourse communities are relevant for understanding how groups develop shared ways of 

communicating, interpreting, and producing meaning. Rather than viewing communication as 

purely individual, the concept highlights how language use is shaped by shared expectations, 

conventions, and interpretive frameworks within a community (Kim and Vorobel 2015; Bizzell 



SIV. 4th Semester, 2026        Master’s Thesis    Dane Andersen   
Aalborg University           Student no: 20214397 
 

 16 

1982). This means that meaning is not only created by the speaker or writer, but also by the 

wider communicative context in which expressions are produced and understood. 

 In digital environments, discourse communities have become more fluid and dynamic. 

Social media platforms allow users to generate, share, and respond to content across national, 

cultural, and linguistic boundaries, which means that communities are no longer necessarily 

stable or clearly bounded (Kim and Vorobel 2015). Instead, they may emerge around shared 

interests, reactions, values, or debates. This is particularly relevant in comment sections, where 

users respond not only to media content, but also to each other’s interpretations. 

 Computer-mediated discourse is also important in this context. Herring describes 

computer-mediated discourse as language use facilitated through digital technologies, where 

communication is shaped by both technological features and social factors (Herring 2007). In 

social media comment sections, meaning is therefore influenced by the platform format, 

interaction patterns, and the norms that develop among users. Comments may be short and 

informal, but they can still express shared evaluations, assumptions, and ways of making sense 

of content. 

 At the same time, discourse communities should not be understood as homogeneous or 

fixed. Harris argues against views of discourse communities that assume too much consensus, 

instead emphasizing that communities may contain competing discourses and should be 

understood through difference and change (Harris 1989). Essentially, this means that a discourse 

community does not have to agree on everything in order to be analytically useful. What matters 

is that users participate in shared discussions where meanings, values, and interpretations are 

negotiated, reinforced, and challenged. 

 This literature is relevant for the thesis because it supports the view that YouTube 

comments can be studied as more than isolated individual opinions. In comment sections, users 

may develop recurring ways of evaluating and discussing corporate communication. This 

prepares the ground for the theoretical framework, where discourse communities are used more 

specifically to examine how shared patterns of language contribute to the construction and 

contestation of legitimacy. 
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3.6 Networked Publics 

Building on the concept of discourse communities, the concept of networked publics is useful for 

understanding why participation in social media environments can become socially meaningful. 

Boyd defines social network sites as a type of networked public, meaning that they function both 

as spaces where people gather and as audiences formed through digital networks (boyd 2007, 8). 

These spaces allow users to interact, express themselves, and make their identities visible to 

others. 

 For boyd, networked publics are especially important because they shape how people 

manage identity, status, and social belonging online. Social media users do not simply 

communicate in private, they participate in spaces where their expressions can be seen, 

interpreted, copied, and responded to by others. Boyd identifies four key features of networked 

publics: persistence, searchability, replicability, and invisible audiences (boyd 2007, 9). These 

features mean that online expressions can remain visible over time, be found by others, be copied 

across contexts, and reach audiences that the original user may not fully know or anticipate. 

 In the context of this thesis, networked publics help explain why social media comments 

are not only individual reactions, but also forms of public positioning. When users criticize an 

AI-generated advertisement as “fake” or praise a non-AI advertisement as more creative, they are 

not only evaluating the campaign itself. They may also be signalling values, aligning with certain 

discourse communities, and positioning themselves in relation to broader debates about AI, 

creativity, and authenticity. This makes boyd’s concept useful for understanding why audience 

responses can become socially expressive and contested in digital spaces. 

  So essentially, While discourse communities help explain shared patterns of language 

and interpretation, networked publics help explain the digital spaces in which these evaluations 

become visible, persistent, and socially meaningful. 

3.7 Implications for the Present Study 

Taken together, the literature reviewed in this chapter shows that AI is becoming increasingly 

important in corporate communication and marketing, both as a strategic tool and as a source of 

new challenges. AI-generated communication offers organisations new possibilities for 

efficiency, personalisation, and creative production, but it also raises questions about 
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transparency, trust, authenticity, and the role of human creativity. 

 The literature on audience perceptions of AI further shows that responses to AI-enabled 

marketing are shaped by more than technological functionality. Trust, emotional response, 

transparency, and perceived authenticity all influence how audiences evaluate AI-generated 

communication. This is particularly relevant in the context of corporate advertising, where 

audiences may respond not only to the final advertisement, but also to the perceived production 

choices behind it. 

 The literature on authenticity, audience participation, discourse communities, and 

networked publics helps explain why these audience responses matter. Authenticity is relevant 

because audiences evaluate whether brand communication appears genuine, consistent, and 

aligned with brand expectations. Audience participation shows that users are not only passive 

receivers of brand messages but can actively interpret and challenge them. Discourse 

communities help explain how shared ways of speaking and evaluating develop in comment 

sections, while networked publics explain how these evaluations become visible, persistent, and 

socially meaningful. 

 However, the literature also points to a need for further attention to how legitimacy is 

constructed and contested through audience discourse. Existing research provides useful insight 

into AI in marketing, consumer trust, authenticity, and digital participation, but less attention has 

been paid to how audiences 

linguistically express and negotiate legitimacy in response to AI-generated corporate 

communication. This thesis addresses that gap by analysing YouTube comments on Coca-Cola’s 

AI-generated holiday advertisement and Pepsi’s human-led creative contrast. In doing so, the 

study examines how audiences use language to evaluate authenticity, creativity, and corporate 

legitimacy in a public digital environment. 

 This leads into the theoretical framework, where legitimacy theory provides the main 

analytical lens for understanding how audiences assess whether corporate communication is 

perceived as appropriate, credible, and acceptable. 
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4. Theoretical Framework 

This section presents the theoretical framework that guides the analysis of the thesis. The 

purpose of the framework is to provide conceptual tools for understanding how social media 

audiences evaluate and respond to corporate communication, particularly in the context of AI-

generated and non-AI advertising. 

 The thesis is primarily grounded in Mark C. Suchman’s legitimacy theory, which offers a 

perspective on how corporate actions are assessed in relation to social norms, expectations, and 

values. This framework is particularly relevant for examining how audiences accept, question, or 

reject different forms of communication. In order to further capture the nuances of audience 

responses, legitimacy theory is going to be complemented by concepts such as authenticity, 

discourse communities and networked publics, which help explain why certain forms of 

communication are perceived as more credible or appropriate than others. 

 Together, these theoretical perspectives provide a foundation for analysing how audience 

responses are not only expressed, but also constructed and negotiated within discourse 

communities. The framework therefore supports an understanding of corporate communication 

as something that is continuously evaluated and redefined through social interaction, rather than 

as a fixed or controlled message. 

4.1 Legitimacy Theory 

In the 1995 article Managing Legitimacy: Strategic and Institutional Approaches, Mark Suchman 

builds on the foundational work of John Dowling and Jeffrey Pfeffer from 1975 by developing a 

more comprehensive framework for understanding organisational legitimacy. Specifically, 

Suchman outlines how organisations seek to acquire, maintain, and repair legitimacy in relation 

to their social environment. He defines legitimacy as “a generalized perception or assumption 

that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed 

system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman 1995, 575). This definition is 

adopted in the present study as the basis for examining how legitimacy is constructed and 

contested in audience responses to corporate communication. 

 Furthermore, Suchman emphasises that legitimacy should be understood as a socially 

constructed and collectively maintained perception, rather than an objective property of an 
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organisation. Although legitimacy may appear stable, it is ultimately dependent on how a 

broader audience evaluates and interprets an organisation’s actions over time. This means that 

organisations can occasionally deviate from social norms without immediately losing legitimacy, 

as long as such deviations are either unnoticed or not collectively challenged. In this sense, 

legitimacy is not determined by individual opinions alone, but by the extent to which a shared 

perception of acceptability is maintained within a social group. As Suchman argues, legitimacy 

reflects a perceived alignment between organisational behaviour and the norms and values of a 

given audience, making it inherently dependent on collective interpretation and social context 

(Suchman 1995, 574).  

 Additionally, Suchman also highlights that legitimacy does not only influence whether 

organisations are accepted, but also how they are understood by audiences. Organisations 

perceived as legitimate are more likely to be seen as meaningful, predictable, and trustworthy, as 

their actions align with shared expectations and are supported by a credible rationale (Suchman 

1995, 575). In this sense, legitimacy contributes to stability by making corporate behaviour 

appear coherent and understandable within a given social context. Conversely, when such 

rationale is lacking or challenged, organisations become more vulnerable to criticism, as their 

actions may be perceived as irrational, inappropriate, or unnecessary (Suchman 1995, 575). This 

becomes particularly relevant in the context of emerging technologies such as AI, where 

unfamiliar forms of communication may disrupt established expectations and make it more 

difficult for audiences to interpret and accept corporate messaging. 

 To further develop the concept of legitimacy, Suchman distinguishes between three 

primary types of organisational legitimacy: pragmatic, moral, and cognitive legitimacy. While all 

three forms are based on the generalised perception that an organisation’s actions are desirable, 

proper, or appropriate within a socially constructed system of norms and values, they differ in 

the underlying mechanisms through which such evaluations are formed (Suchman 1995, 578). 

Each type reflects a distinct way in which audiences interpret and assess organisational 

behaviour, In other words, legitimacy is not one single thing, but something that is shaped 

through different ways of understanding and evaluating what organisations do. 

 This distinction is particularly relevant for the present study, as it allows for a more 

nuanced analysis of how audiences respond to corporate communication. Rather than assuming 

that legitimacy is either present or absent, the framework makes it possible to examine how 
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different forms of legitimacy are constructed, challenged, or reinforced within social media 

discourse. In the following sections, each type of legitimacy will be fleshed out in order to gain 

the appropriate understanding.  

4.1.1 Pragmatic Legitimacy  

The first of the three forms is pragmatic legitimacy, which is based on the self-interest of an 

organisation’s audience. It reflects the extent to which audiences perceive corporate actions as 

beneficial, useful, or aligned with their own needs and expectations (Suchman 1995, 578). At its 

core, this form of legitimacy can be understood as a type of “exchange” where support for an 

organisation is granted when its actions are seen as providing value to its stakeholders. 

 Suchman further distinguishes between different forms of pragmatic legitimacy, 

including exchange legitimacy, influence legitimacy, and dispositional legitimacy. Exchange 

legitimacy refers to situations where audiences support an organisation because they receive 

direct or indirect benefits from its actions. Influence legitimacy, on the other hand, arises when 

audiences perceive that their interests are taken into account, even if no immediate benefit is 

received. Dispositional legitimacy reflects more generalized perceptions, where organisations are 

seen as trustworthy, well-intentioned, or acting in the best interests of their audiences (Suchman 

1995, 579). 

In the context of corporate communication, pragmatic legitimacy is often expressed through 

audience evaluations of whether a campaign is effective, engaging, or valuable. For example, 

audiences may respond positively to advertisements that are entertaining, informative, or 

relevant, even if they raise questions about other aspects of the communication. Conversely, 

communication that is perceived as unhelpful, confusing, or lacking value may struggle to 

achieve pragmatic legitimacy. 

 This form of legitimacy is especially relevant for the present study, as it highlights how 

audience responses are not only shaped by broader concerns about authenticity or ethics, but also 

by more immediate evaluations of usefulness and appeal. In social media discourse, such 

evaluations may appear in comments that focus on whether a campaign “works,” whether it is 

enjoyable to watch, or whether it effectively communicates its message. Pragmatic legitimacy 
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therefore provides a lens for understanding how audiences assess corporate communication in 

terms of perceived value and personal relevance. 

4.1.2 Moral Legitimacy 

Moral legitimacy refers to normative evaluations of whether an organisation’s actions are 

perceived as “the right thing to do.” Unlike pragmatic legitimacy, which is based on self-interest, 

moral legitimacy is concerned with broader judgments about whether actions are appropriate, 

ethical, and aligned with socially shared values (Suchman 1995, 580). In this sense, audiences 

evaluate not only what organisations do, but whether their actions are considered acceptable 

within a given moral framework. 

 Suchman further outlines that moral legitimacy can take several forms, including 

evaluations based on outcomes, procedures, structures, and individual actors. However, rather 

than treating these as separate analytical categories, they can be understood as different ways in 

which audiences assess the perceived “rightness” of organisational behaviour (Suchman 1995, 

580–582). In this thesis, moral legitimacy is used as a broad category for analysing whether 

audiences perceive corporate communication as appropriate, responsible, or acceptable. 

 In the context of corporate communication, moral legitimacy is often reflected in 

audience reactions that question whether a campaign is appropriate, honest, or ethically 

acceptable. This may include concerns about manipulation, lack of transparency, or the broader 

societal implications of using certain technologies. As Suchman notes, moral legitimacy tends to 

be more resistant to strategic manipulation than pragmatic legitimacy, as it is rooted in deeply 

held values and beliefs (Suchman 1995, 580). 

 This form of legitimacy is particularly relevant in the context of AI-generated 

communication. The use of artificial intelligence in advertising may raise questions about 

authenticity, creativity, and the role of human input, leading audiences to evaluate not only 

whether the communication is effective, but whether it is perceived as acceptable or appropriate. 

In social media discourse, such evaluations may appear in comments that describe AI-generated 

content as lacking “heart,” “soul,” or genuine creative effort, reflecting broader concerns about 

the implications of AI in creative production. 

 Moral legitimacy therefore provides a key lens for understanding how audiences evaluate 
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corporate communication beyond immediate usefulness or entertainment value. It makes it 

possible to examine whether AI-generated and non-AI advertising are perceived as aligned with 

audience values, expectations, and norms, particularly in relation to authenticity, human 

creativity, and corporate responsibility. 

4.1.3 Cognitive Legitimacy 

Finally, cognitive legitimacy refers to the extent to which an organisation or its actions are 

perceived as understandable, familiar, and taken for granted within a given social context. Unlike 

pragmatic and moral legitimacy, which are based on self-interest or normative evaluation, 

cognitive legitimacy operates at a more fundamental level, where actions are either 

comprehensible or perceived as natural and expected (Suchman 1995, 582–583). 

 Suchman distinguishes between two key aspects of cognitive legitimacy: 

comprehensibility and taken-for-grantedness. Comprehensibility refers to whether audiences are 

able to make sense of an organisation’s actions within existing frameworks of understanding. In 

this case, legitimacy is supported when communication aligns with recognisable patterns, 

narratives, or expectations that allow audiences to interpret it meaningfully. Taken-for-

grantedness, on the other hand, represents a deeper level of legitimacy, where actions are no 

longer actively questioned, but are instead perceived as natural or expected (Suchman 1995, 

582–583). 

 Importantly, cognitive legitimacy does not rely on active support or explicit approval. 

Instead, it reflects a more passive form of acceptance, where audiences do not necessarily 

evaluate communication as good or bad, but simply accept it as part of how things are. As 

Suchman argues, this form of legitimacy is particularly powerful because it reduces the 

likelihood of criticism or questioning. When something is taken for granted, alternatives may 

become difficult to imagine, and the legitimacy of the practice becomes largely unquestioned 

(Suchman 1995, 583). 

 In the context of corporate communication, cognitive legitimacy is closely related to 

whether audiences perceive communication as coherent, realistic, and aligned with their 

expectations of how brands should communicate. When communication deviates too strongly 

from these expectations, it may be perceived as confusing, artificial, or difficult to interpret, 
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thereby weakening cognitive legitimacy. 

 This is particularly relevant in the case of AI-generated advertising. As emerging 

technologies introduce new forms of content production, audiences may struggle to make sense 

of communication that does not align with familiar conventions. This can result in reactions 

where content is described as strange, uncanny, or not quite right, reflecting a breakdown in 

comprehensibility. At the same time, AI-generated communication has not yet reached a stage 

where it is taken for granted, meaning that it remains highly visible and open to scrutiny. 

 Cognitive legitimacy therefore provides an important lens for understanding how 

audiences respond to AI-generated corporate communication. It highlights how reactions are not 

only shaped by evaluations of usefulness or morality, but also by whether communication fits 

within existing frameworks of understanding. In social media discourse, this can be observed in 

how users express confusion, discomfort, or unfamiliarity, thereby showing how legitimacy is 

challenged at the level of meaning-making itself. 

 

 Taken together, pragmatic, moral, and cognitive legitimacy provide a framework for 

understanding how audiences evaluate corporate communication. In this thesis, legitimacy is not 

treated as a fixed quality that a campaign either has or does not have. Rather, it is understood as 

something constructed, challenged, and negotiated through audience discourse. 

 The three forms of legitimacy are used as analytical lenses for examining audience 

responses. Pragmatic legitimacy helps identify evaluations of usefulness, effectiveness, or 

entertainment value. Moral legitimacy captures judgments about whether communication is 

perceived as appropriate, authentic, or aligned with shared values. Cognitive legitimacy concerns 

whether communication appears understandable, familiar, or consistent with audience 

expectations. 

 These categories are not applied as rigid or separate classifications. A single comment 

may reflect more than one form of legitimacy at the same time. For example, a response may 

criticize a campaign as ineffective while also questioning its authenticity or whether it fits the 

brand’s identity. The analysis therefore remains attentive to overlaps between the three forms of 

legitimacy. 

 This framework allows the thesis to move beyond asking whether a campaign is simply 
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accepted or rejected. Instead, it makes it possible to examine how legitimacy is constructed 

through different types of audience evaluations, and how these evaluations become visible in 

social media discourse. 

 

4.2 Supplementing Legitimacy Theory: Authenticity and Networked Publics 

While legitimacy theory provides the main framework for analysing how audiences evaluate 

corporate communication, it is useful to supplement it with concepts from the literature review in 

order to better understand why these evaluations matter to audiences. In particular, authenticity 

and networked publics help explain why responses to corporate communication on social media 

can become expressive, emotional, and contested. 

 As discussed in the literature review, authenticity is closely connected to perceptions of 

consistency, sincerity, and alignment with a brand’s values. Fritz, Schoenmueller, and Bruhn 

understand brand authenticity as the perceived genuineness of a brand, and discuss it through 

dimensions such as continuity, originality, reliability, and naturalness (Fritz, Schoenmueller, and 

Bruhn 2017, 326–327). This makes authenticity especially relevant to moral legitimacy, as 

audiences may judge corporate communication not only by whether it is effective, but also by 

whether it appears genuine, appropriate, and aligned with what they expect from the brand. 

 In the context of AI-generated advertising, authenticity becomes particularly important 

because audiences may question whether the communication feels human, creative, or 

emotionally meaningful. If AI-generated content is perceived as generic, artificial, or 

disconnected from the brand’s established identity, this may challenge the campaign’s 

legitimacy. Authenticity therefore helps explain why audience criticism is not only about 

technical quality, but also about whether the communication feels sincere, appropriate, and 

consistent with the brand. 

 Boyd’s concept of networked publics adds another layer to this framework. Networked 

publics are digital spaces where people gather, interact, and become visible to others through 

networked communication. Boyd argues that social network sites provide spaces where users 

work out identity and status, make sense of cultural cues, and negotiate public life (boyd 2007, 

2). This is relevant for the present thesis because YouTube comments are not only reactions to 
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corporate campaigns, but also public expressions through which users may position themselves 

in relation to others. 

 This means that when users comment on corporate campaigns, they may not only be 

evaluating the advertisement itself. They may also be signalling alignment with particular values, 

such as support for human creativity, scepticism toward AI, appreciation of humour, or approval 

of brand rivalry. For example, criticism of AI-generated advertising may express a broader value 

placed on human creative labour, while praise for a non-AI campaign may signal approval of 

advertising that appears more effortful, entertaining, or culturally responsive. 

 Together, authenticity and networked publics help explain why legitimacy is not only 

evaluated, but publicly negotiated in social media discourse. Authenticity clarifies what 

audiences may perceive as genuine, appropriate, or inauthentic, while networked publics help 

explain why these evaluations become visible, shared, and socially meaningful. These concepts 

therefore support the thesis’ analysis of how audiences construct and challenge legitimacy 

through public YouTube comments. 

4.3 Discourse Communities 

While networked publics help explain the digital spaces in which audience responses become 

visible, discourse communities help explain the shared patterns of language and evaluation that 

emerge within those spaces. In other words, networked publics describe the public and 

platformed environment of YouTube, while discourse communities describe the recurring ways 

of speaking, interpreting, and evaluating that develop among users. 

 Put simply, a discourse community can be understood as a group of people who develop 

shared ways of talking about and making sense of a particular topic. In the context of this thesis, 

the concept is relevant because YouTube comments are not treated as isolated individual 

opinions. Instead, discourse communities make it possible to examine how users draw on 

repeated expressions, shared assumptions, and common evaluative language when responding to 

the Coca-Cola and Pepsi campaigns. 

 Swales defines discourse communities as groups that share communicative goals, 

mechanisms of interaction, genres, and forms of specialised language or lexis (Swales 1990, 24–

27). His understanding is useful because it highlights that communities are shaped through 
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communication. They are not defined only by physical proximity or broad social identity, but by 

the ways members use language, conventions, and feedback mechanisms to produce shared 

meaning (Swales 1990, 24–26). 

 This thesis does not treat YouTube comment sections as stable or formally bounded 

discourse communities in the strictest sense. The commenters are anonymous, and the study does 

not claim to know their demographic identities, personal motivations, or long-term membership 

in a clearly defined group. Instead, discourse communities are used as an analytical lens for 

examining recurring patterns of language and evaluation within the comment sections. This 

makes the concept suitable for analysing how audience responses collectively construct meaning, 

even when the individual commenters remain unknown. 

 Swales’ point about specific lexis is especially relevant. He argues that discourse 

communities often develop particular terms, expressions, or forms of language that help signal 

shared understanding (Swales 1990, 26). In the selected YouTube comments, repeated 

expressions such as “AI slop,” “soulless,” “real magic,” “genuine effort,” and “actual effort and 

creativity” function as more than individual reactions. They form part of a shared evaluative 

vocabulary through which audiences discuss authenticity, creativity, effort, and legitimacy. 

 The concept of discourse communities therefore supports the legitimacy framework by 

showing how evaluations of corporate communication become socially patterned. Legitimacy is 

not only assessed by individual users but is constructed through repeated ways of speaking and 

evaluating. This is why the concept is particularly relevant to the thesis’ social constructivist 

foundation, legitimacy is understood as something negotiated through language, interaction, and 

shared interpretation, rather than as a fixed quality of the advertisement itself. 

 

 

5. Methodology 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach used to examine how audiences construct and 

contest the legitimacy of AI-generated and human-led/non-AI-framed corporate communication. 

The aim is not to measure audience attitudes statistically, but to understand how meaning, 



SIV. 4th Semester, 2026        Master’s Thesis    Dane Andersen   
Aalborg University           Student no: 20214397 
 

 28 

evaluation, and legitimacy are expressed through YouTube comments. 

 The empirical data consists of comments collected from the YouTube comment sections 

of the selected Coca-Cola and Pepsi campaign videos. YouTube comments are treated as 

empirical material because they appear directly in connection with the advertisements and 

therefore provide immediate audience responses to the campaigns. This makes them suitable for 

examining how audiences publicly evaluate, challenge, and negotiate the meaning of the two 

advertisements. 

 Particular attention is given to transparency in how the data is selected, limited, 

organised, and interpreted. This is important because the study does not aim to produce a 

statistically representative account of audience opinion. Instead, it examines meaningful patterns 

in how audiences evaluate corporate communication within visible YouTube discourse. 

 Building on the research design outlined in Section 2.3, this chapter first explains and 

justifies why YouTube comments can be analysed as qualitative data. It then presents the case 

selection, empirical data, data collection procedure, and use of web scraping. Finally, it outlines 

the analytical methods, consisting of In Vivo Coding, Values Coding, Pattern Coding, and a 

linguistic textual analysis informed by Fairclough’s textual dimension. 

5.1 Online Comments as Qualitative Data 

A central methodological assumption in this thesis is that YouTube comments can be analysed as 

meaningful expressions of audience interpretation, rather than as isolated individual opinions. 

Since the study does not have access to reliable demographic information about commenters, the 

analysis does not attempt to classify users by age, gender, nationality, or other personal 

characteristics. Instead, the focus is on recurring patterns, evaluations, and ways of speaking that 

become visible in the comment sections surrounding the selected campaigns. 

 This position is supported by Hine’s understanding of the internet as embedded in 

everyday life rather than as a separate or isolated space. Hine argues that internet use becomes 

connected to multiple contexts and “frames of meaning-making” (Hine 2015, 33). This is 

particularly relevant for the present thesis, as YouTube comments are treated as public 

expressions through which audiences interpret, evaluate, and respond to corporate 

communication. 
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 Hine’s perspective helps justify the use of online comments as empirical material, as it 

supports the view that online interaction can be studied as part of everyday social and 

communicative practice. In this sense, the comments are not treated as detached digital traces, 

but as public discourse in which audiences negotiate meanings around AI, authenticity, 

creativity, and corporate legitimacy. 

 The concept of discourse communities further supports this methodological approach. 

The study does not claim to represent the full audience or explain the personal motivations of 

individual users. Instead, it examines how shared patterns of language and evaluation emerge 

within YouTube comment sections, and how these patterns contribute to the construction and 

challenging of legitimacy. 

 

5.2 Case Selection 

As introduced in Section 1, the thesis focuses on two cases: Coca-Cola’s AI-generated Holidays 

Are Coming advertisement and Pepsi’s The Choice Super Bowl campaign, which is publicly 

framed and interpreted as a human-led/non-AI creative contrast. These cases are selected 

because they represent two different approaches to contemporary corporate advertising. They 

also appeared within a relatively close time frame, which makes the comparison relevant because 

both campaigns entered a similar public conversation about AI, creativity, authenticity, and 

brand communication. 

 Coca-Cola’s campaign foregrounds the use of AI in advertising, while Pepsi’s campaign 

provides a contrasting case built around humour, brand rivalry, and a more traditional advertising 

format. This comparison allows the thesis to examine how audiences respond to two 

contemporary campaigns that differ in their perceived creative approach: one explicitly built 

around AI-generated production, and one publicly interpreted as a human-led alternative. 

 The Coca-Cola case is selected because it provides a clear and confirmed example of AI-

generated corporate communication in a highly recognisable brand context. As the campaign 

reimagines Coca-Cola’s well-established holiday advertising tradition, it is especially relevant 

for examining how audiences respond when AI is used in connection with brand heritage, 

nostalgia, creativity, and authenticity. 
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 As outlined in Section 1, the Pepsi campaign becomes particularly relevant because it 

appeared within the same broader debate about AI, creativity, authenticity, and brand 

communication as Coca-Cola’s AI-generated campaign. Pepsi’s advertisement uses humour, 

brand rivalry, and a polar bear resembling Coca-Cola’s well-known brand character, which 

allows it to be interpreted as a creative contrast to Coca-Cola’s AI-based approach. In this sense, 

the Pepsi campaign becomes analytically relevant not only on its own terms, but also because 

audiences discuss it in relation to Coca-Cola. Where Coca-Cola’s advertisement is often 

criticised for its use of AI, Pepsi’s campaign is frequently framed as more traditional, humorous, 

and effortful. 

 The two cases are therefore related, but not identical. Coca-Cola provides a case where 

legitimacy is challenged through AI-generated production, while Pepsi provides a case where 

legitimacy is negotiated through humour, brand rivalry, and comparison with Coca-Cola. 

Together, the cases make it possible to examine how audiences evaluate different forms of 

corporate communication within the same broader debate about AI, creativity, authenticity, and 

brand legitimacy. 

5.3 Empirical Data 

The empirical data consists of user comments collected from the YouTube comment sections of 

the selected Coca-Cola and Pepsi campaign videos. YouTube comments are treated as the main 

empirical material because they appear directly beneath the advertisements and therefore provide 

audience responses in direct relation to the campaign content. This makes them relevant for 

examining how audiences evaluate, challenge, and negotiate the legitimacy of the two 

advertisements. 

 The full Coca-Cola comment dataset is included in Appendix A, while the full Pepsi 

comment dataset is included in Appendix B. Each dataset consists of approximately 140 

YouTube comments. These comments form the empirical basis for the analysis, while a smaller 

selection of 15 comments from each case is coded in more detail in Appendix C and Appendix 

D. 

 For the Pepsi case, the most viewed YouTube upload of the campaign at the time of data 

collection is selected as the primary data source, as it represents the most visible and widely 
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engaged version of the advertisement. Pepsi uploaded several versions of the campaign with 

different lengths, including shorter teaser and alternative-length versions. These are not included 

in the coded dataset in order to maintain a clear and consistent comparison with the Coca-Cola 

case. This means that the Pepsi case is based on one selected main upload, rather than several 

versions of the same campaign. 

 The additional Pepsi uploads are therefore not treated as empirical data. They may only 

be referred to as contextual background if it is necessary to clarify that multiple versions of the 

campaign exist. This distinction is important because the analysis is based only on the selected 

YouTube comment sections included in the dataset. 

 The empirical material is treated as qualitative textual data. Although the study includes a 

larger number of comments, the purpose is not to produce statistical generalisations about 

audience opinions. Instead, the comments are analysed for recurring themes, discursive patterns, 

and meaning-making processes. Any numerical overview of the data, such as the number of 

comments collected, is used only to ensure understanding and transparency in the research 

process. 

5.4 Data Collection and Selection Criteria 

The data collection process is based on YouTube comments collected from the “Top comments” 

view on the selected Coca-Cola and Pepsi campaign videos. This means that the dataset reflects 

comments made visible through YouTube’s own ranking system, rather than a random sample of 

all possible audience responses. The study therefore does not claim to represent all viewers or all 

comments posted under the two videos. Instead, the collected comments are treated as visible 

audience discourse that can be analysed qualitatively. 

 As outlined in Section 5.3, the primary dataset consists of approximately 280 YouTube 

comments, divided evenly between the selected Coca-Cola and Pepsi campaign videos. YouTube 

comments are used as the main empirical material because they appear directly beneath the 

advertisements and therefore provide audience responses in direct relation to the campaign 

content. Comments were retained for analysis when they showed interpretation, evaluation, or 

criticism of the campaigns. This includes comments that discuss AI, authenticity, creativity, 

brand identity, trust, humour, rivalry, or the perceived quality of the advertisements. 
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 After collection, comments that were unrelated to the campaigns, duplicated, spam-like, 

purely promotional, or too unclear to analyse meaningfully were excluded from the dataset. The 

purpose of this exclusion was not to remove disagreement or negative responses, but to ensure 

that the final empirical material remained relevant to the research question. The aim was 

therefore to create a focused and manageable dataset that allowed for close qualitative analysis of 

audience evaluations. 

 From the wider scraped dataset, 15 comments from each case were selected for detailed 

coding in Appendix C and Appendix D. These comments were chosen through analytical 

relevance rather than random sampling. This means that they were selected because they clearly 

illustrate recurring patterns identified in the wider dataset, not because they statistically represent 

all audience responses. The selected comments include dominant patterns, such as criticism of 

AI, praise for human effort, authenticity concerns, and brand comparison, but also comments that 

complicate or challenge these dominant patterns. 

 This selection aims to strengthen the analysis by making the coding process transparent 

and manageable. The purpose was not to select only the most extreme or supportive comments, 

but to select comments that made the main discursive patterns visible for close qualitative 

analysis. This process makes it possible to analyse selected comments in depth while still 

keeping the analysis connected to the wider YouTube datasets. 

5.5 Web Scraping Tool 

Web scraping refers to the automated collection of publicly available data from websites. 

Through specialised tools, web scraping can scan webpages, extract relevant content, and 

organise raw data into a structured format suitable for analysis. It is sometimes also referred to as 

data harvesting, crawling, or screen scraping, as these techniques allow researchers to collect 

larger amounts of online user-generated content more efficiently than manual collection alone 

(Shubladze 2024). For clarity, this thesis uses the term “web scraping” throughout. 

 In this thesis, web scraping was used to collect user comments from the selected 

YouTube comment sections related to the Coca-Cola and Pepsi campaign videos. The specific 

tool used was a browser extension called Easy Scraper, which made it possible to extract 

comments from the selected video pages and organise them into a format suitable for qualitative 
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coding and linguistic textual analysis. 

 The use of web scraping supported a more systematic and transparent data collection 

process. Rather than relying only on manual copying from the platform interface, the tool made 

it possible to collect comments from the selected videos in a structured way. The collected 

comments were then reviewed according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria outlined in 

Section 5.4. 

 However, the use of web scraping does not make the study quantitative in itself. The 

scraped comments are treated as qualitative textual data, as the aim is not to measure audience 

opinion statistically, but to examine how audiences construct meaning, evaluate corporate 

communication, and negotiate legitimacy through language.  

5.6 Ethical Considerations and Limitations 

The empirical material consists of publicly available comments from YouTube. Although these 

comments are public, ethical consideration is still necessary because they are produced by 

individual users in a digital environment. For this reason, the analysis focuses on discursive 

patterns rather than identifiable individuals. 

 Usernames, profile information, and other identifying details are not included in the 

analysis. The study does not attempt to deduce personal characteristics such as age, gender, 

nationality, or political orientation from usernames, profile pictures, or comment content. This is 

important because such information is often unavailable, incomplete, or unreliable in social 

media contexts. 

 A limitation of the study is that the data cannot represent all audience responses to the 

campaigns. YouTube users represent only part of the broader audience, and the platform’s 

comment ranking system may influence which comments become most visible. As noted in 

Section 5.4, the dataset is based on YouTube’s “Top comments” view, which means that the 

material reflects visible and highly engaged audience discourse rather than a random sample. 

 Another limitation is that the two videos differ in visibility and engagement levels. At the 

time of data collection, the Pepsi video had received significantly more views than the Coca-

Cola video. This means that the two comment sections may have been shaped by different levels 

of exposure, audience activity, and algorithmic visibility. For that reason, the findings should not 
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be read as a direct comparison of overall audience opinion. Instead, they should be understood as 

a qualitative comparison of selected audience discourse in the two YouTube comment sections. 

 Despite these limitations, the selected data is still suitable for the purpose of this thesis. 

The comments provide access to public audience evaluations of corporate communication and 

make it possible to analyse how legitimacy and authenticity are constructed and challenged in 

YouTube comment sections. The findings should therefore be understood as an analysis of 

selected visible YouTube discourse rather than as a general account of all audience opinions. 

5.7 Methods of Analysis  

This section outlines the analytical methods used to examine the empirical data. The analysis is 

conducted in two stages. First, the comments are coded using In Vivo Coding and Values 

Coding, informed by Saldaña’s approach to qualitative coding. This stage is used to organise the 

data and identify recurring expressions, values, attitudes, and beliefs in audience responses. 

 Second, the coded material is analysed through a linguistic textual analysis informed by 

Fairclough’s textual dimension. This step examines how recurring patterns are expressed through 

language, and how specific word choices, evaluations, contrasts, and descriptions contribute to 

the construction or contestation of legitimacy 

5.7.1 Coding 

The first stage of the analysis consists of qualitative coding, informed by Johnny Saldaña’s The 

Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers. Coding is used to make the empirical material more 

manageable by assigning short labels to meaningful parts of the data. According to Saldaña, a 

code is most often a word or short phrase that captures an important or meaning-bearing feature 

of a piece of qualitative data (Saldaña 2016, 4). In this thesis, the data consists of YouTube 

comments, and coding is therefore used to identify how audiences evaluate and discuss the 

selected Coca-Cola and Pepsi campaigns. 

 The coding process uses In Vivo Coding and Values Coding to stay close to both the 

wording and the evaluative meaning of the comments. In Vivo Coding helps preserve important 

phrases used by the commenters themselves, while Values Coding helps identify the values, 

attitudes, and beliefs expressed in the comments. These initial codes are then organised through 
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Pattern Coding, which is used to group related codes into broader analytical categories. 

 Saldaña explains that later stages of coding can be used to reorganise and reanalyse 

earlier codes by grouping them into fewer and more focused categories, themes, or concepts 

(Saldaña 2016, 234–235). Pattern Coding is especially relevant because it helps condense initial 

codes into larger patterns that can support interpretation and cross-case comparison (Saldaña 

2016, 236). In this thesis, this means that individual expressions such as “soulless AI,” “real 

animators,” or “actual effort” can be connected to broader patterns such as authenticity, human 

creativity, corporate responsibility, or legitimacy. 

 Saldaña also emphasizes that coding is one way of analysing qualitative data, not the only 

way, and that the choice of coding method depends on the research question, data, and purpose 

of the study (Saldaña 2016, 3). This is important for the present thesis, as the aim is not to count 

comments as fixed opinions, but to understand how audiences express meanings, values, and 

judgments through language. 

5.7.2 Use of Coding Tables 

To make the coding process transparent, the full scraped YouTube comment datasets are 

included as appendices. Appendix A contains the full Coca-Cola comment dataset, consisting of 

approximately 140 comments, while Appendix B contains the full Pepsi comment dataset, also 

consisting of approximately 140 comments. These full datasets provide the empirical basis for 

the analysis and allow the reader to see the broader comment material from which the analytical 

examples are drawn.  

 These comments are not treated as statistically representative samples, but as analytically 

relevant examples selected from the collected YouTube comments. They were chosen because 

they illustrate the main recurring patterns identified in the data, including evaluations of AI, 

authenticity, creativity, corporate responsibility, visual coherence, humour, rivalry, legitimacy 

etc. 

 The purpose of limiting each coding table to 15 comments is to keep the appendix 

focused and manageable while still showing how the analysis moves from raw comments to 

codes, categories, and theoretical interpretation.  

 Each selected comment is coded through In Vivo Coding, Values Coding, Pattern 

Coding, and legitimacy type. In addition, the coding tables include a final linguistic analysis 
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note, which explains how the comment uses language to construct meaning, express evaluation, 

or challenge legitimacy. The coding tables therefore function as transparent examples of the 

analytical process, rather than as a complete reproduction of every comment in the dataset.

 In the analysis, the coded comments are used as evidence for broader discursive patterns. 

The Coca-Cola analysis draws on Appendix A as the raw comment dataset and Appendix C as 

the Coca-Cola coding table. The Pepsi analysis follows the same logic, using Appendix B as the 

raw comment dataset and Appendix D as the Pepsi coding table. 

5.7.3 In Vivo Coding 

In Vivo Coding is used in this thesis as part of the qualitative coding process. Saldaña describes 

In Vivo Coding as a method that uses words or short phrases taken directly from the data itself, 

meaning that the code is based on the language used by the participants or users (Saldaña 2016, 

105). This makes the method particularly useful for this thesis, as the analysis focuses on social 

media comments where audience evaluations are often expressed through short, direct, and 

culturally loaded phrases. 

 Saldaña notes that In Vivo Coding is especially relevant when the researcher wants to 

preserve the participant’s voice and remain close to the original wording of the data (Saldaña 

2016, 106). In the context of this study, this is important because audience comments often 

contain expressions that carry strong evaluative meaning. For example, terms such as “AI slop,” 

“soulless,” or “fake” may reveal how users frame AI-generated advertising as inauthentic or 

creatively weak. Similarly, phrases such as “this is how it’s done” may show how users 

positively position Pepsi’s non-AI campaign in contrast to Coca-Cola’s AI-generated 

advertisement. 

 In Vivo Coding is therefore used when the exact wording of a comment is analytically 

important. Rather than immediately translating all comments into researcher-generated 

categories, selected expressions are kept in their original form in order to preserve the tone, 

language, and meaning created by the users themselves. This is particularly relevant in social 

media discourse, where specific phrases, slang, irony, or repeated expressions can become 

central to how legitimacy is constructed and contested. 

 As Saldaña argues, In Vivo Codes can help the researcher check whether they have 
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understood what is significant in the data, as repeated or striking words and phrases may reveal 

meanings that should not be overlooked (Saldaña 2016, 107). In this thesis, In Vivo Coding is 

therefore used to identify recurring audience expressions that help shape the later analysis of 

authenticity, creativity, AI scepticism, brand rivalry, and legitimacy. 

 The In Vivo Codes are not treated as final interpretations on their own. Instead, they are 

later grouped with related codes and categories, which then form the basis for the discourse 

analysis. For example, repeated phrases such as “AI slop,” “lazy,” and “soulless” may be 

grouped under a broader category of AI-related inauthenticity, while still preserving the original 

wording as evidence of how users express this evaluation. In this way, In Vivo Coding helps 

keep the analysis grounded in the language of the comments while also supporting a more 

systematic interpretation of recurring discursive patterns. 

 Put simply, In Vivo Coding means using the audience’s own words as codes. Instead of 

immediately translating a comment into an academic category, the original phrase is kept when it 

captures something important about how users express meaning. For this thesis, that means 

phrases such as “AI slop,” “soulless,” “fake,” or “this is how it’s done” can be treated as 

important codes because they show how audiences themselves frame and evaluate the 

campaigns. 

5.7.4 Values Coding  

Values Coding is used alongside In Vivo Coding in order to examine the evaluative meanings 

expressed in the comments. Saldaña defines Values Coding as the application of codes to 

qualitative data that reflect a participant’s values, attitudes, and beliefs, which together represent 

their perspective or worldview (Saldaña 2016, 131). This makes the method especially relevant 

for this thesis, as the study examines how audiences judge and evaluate corporate 

communication. 

 Saldaña distinguishes between values, attitudes, and beliefs. Values refer to what people 

consider important, attitudes refer to how people think and feel about something, and beliefs 

refer to what people understand or accept as true (Saldaña 2016, 131–132). In this thesis, these 

distinctions are useful because audience comments often contain more than simple approval or 

disapproval. A comment may express a value placed on human creativity, an attitude of 

scepticism toward AI, or a belief that brands should communicate in ways that appear authentic 
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and transparent. 

 Values Coding is particularly suitable for studies that explore cultural values, belief 

systems, identity, and social interaction. Saldaña also notes that the method can be applied to 

social media entries, making it appropriate for the YouTube comments used in this thesis 

(Saldaña 2016, 132). In this context, Values Coding helps identify how audience evaluations are 

shaped by broader assumptions about creativity, authenticity, technology, and brand 

communication. 

 In practice, Values Coding is used to interpret the evaluative meaning of comments. For 

example, a comment describing Coca-Cola’s advertisement as “soulless” may be coded as 

expressing a negative attitude toward AI-generated creativity and a value placed on human 

emotional input. Similarly, comments praising Pepsi through phrases such as “genuine effort” or 

“actual effort and creativity” may express a positive attitude toward human-led creative work 

and a belief that effective advertising should involve craft, intention, and care. 

 This does not mean that the thesis claims to know the full motivations or personal beliefs 

of individual users. Rather, Values Coding is used to identify the values, attitudes, and beliefs 

that are expressed through the comments themselves. This is important methodologically, as the 

analysis focuses on discourse communities rather than demographic or psychological profiles of 

individual commenters. 

 After coding, the values, attitudes, and beliefs identified in the comments are grouped 

into broader categories. Saldaña notes that the next step after coding values, attitudes, and beliefs 

is to reflect on their collective meaning and how they interact (Saldaña 2016, 133). In this thesis, 

this process helps identify larger patterns in the data, such as audience concerns about 

authenticity, distrust toward AI, support for human creativity, or approval of brand humour and 

rivalry. 

 Values Coding therefore works well together with In Vivo Coding. In Vivo Coding 

preserves the audience’s own expressions, while Values Coding helps interpret the evaluative 

meanings behind those expressions. For example, the phrase “AI slop” may be kept as an In 

Vivo Code because it captures the user’s exact language, while Values Coding can help interpret 

it as an expression of scepticism, inauthenticity, or resistance toward AI-generated corporate 

communication. In this way, Values Coding helps connect individual comments to the broader 

analysis of authenticity, legitimacy, and audience meaning-making. 
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5.7.5 Linguistic Textual Analysis  

After the coding process, the study applies a linguistic textual analysis informed by Fairclough’s 

textual dimension. Fairclough’s work is closely connected to Critical Discourse Analysis, but the 

present study does not apply CDA in its full scope. The purpose is not to conduct a broad 

analysis of institutional power, ideology, or social inequality, but to examine how audience 

evaluations are expressed through language in YouTube comments. 

 Fairclough’s full model understands a communicative event as consisting of three 

dimensions: the text itself, the discursive practice through which the text is produced and 

interpreted, and the wider social practice to which it belongs (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002, 68). 

A full CDA would therefore require attention to all three dimensions. This thesis focuses more 

narrowly on the textual dimension because the research question is concerned with how 

audiences construct and contest legitimacy through written comments. 

 Fairclough argues that language is an important part of social life and that social research 

can therefore benefit from paying close attention to spoken and written texts (Fairclough 2003, 

2). At the same time, he stresses that discourse analysis is not only linguistic analysis, as textual 

analysis must be understood in relation to broader social practices and contexts (Fairclough 

2003, 3). This is relevant for the present study because YouTube comments are short textual 

responses, but they still reflect wider discussions about technology, creativity, authenticity, and 

corporate communication. The thesis therefore uses Fairclough’s textual dimension as a focused 

analytical tool, while acknowledging that it does not conduct a full critical discourse analysis. 

 Jørgensen and Phillips explain that textual analysis focuses on the formal linguistic 

features of texts, including vocabulary, grammar, syntax, and coherence (Jørgensen and Phillips 

2002, 69). This makes the approach relevant for the present study, as the analysis examines how 

commenters use word choice, contrast, irony, humour, emotionally loaded expressions, and 

evaluative language to make meaning. Comments such as “soulless AI,” “genuine effort,” “AI 

slop,” or “actual effort and creativity” are therefore not treated as neutral descriptions, but as 

linguistic choices through which audiences evaluate authenticity, creativity, and legitimacy. 

 This textual focus is also useful because the comments are short, condensed, and often 

strongly evaluative. A single phrase may carry several meanings at once. For example, a phrase 

such as “soulless AI” expresses more than dislike; it constructs AI-generated advertising as 
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emotionally empty and inauthentic. Similarly, a phrase such as “genuine effort” does more than 

praise Pepsi; it positions non-AI production as more authentic and legitimate. The linguistic 

textual analysis therefore helps examine not only what users say, but how their wording 

constructs particular meanings. 

 The analysis builds on the previous coding stage. In Vivo Coding preserves important 

audience expressions, Values Coding identifies the values, attitudes, and beliefs expressed in the 

comments, and Pattern Coding groups these into broader analytical categories. The linguistic 

textual analysis then examines how these coded patterns are expressed through language. In this 

way, coding provides structure, while the textual analysis provides a closer interpretation of how 

legitimacy, authenticity, and creativity are constructed in the comments. 

 This limited use of Fairclough is appropriate for the scope of the thesis. The study draws 

on his attention to language as socially meaningful, but does not claim to conduct a full critical 

discourse analysis. Instead, the textual dimension is used as a focused analytical tool that 

supports the qualitative analysis of audience meaning-making in YouTube comments. 

6. Analysis 

6.1 Coca-Cola | Holidays Are Coming  

The analysis begins with the Coca-Cola case, focusing on audience responses to the AI-

generated Holidays Are Coming advertisement. The full Coca-Cola YouTube comment dataset is 

included in Appendix A, while Appendix C presents 15 selected comments coded through the 

procedure described in Sections 5.7.1 and 5.7.2. 

 These selected comments are not treated as statistically representative of all viewers. 

Rather, they are used as analytically relevant examples that illustrate recurring patterns in the 

wider dataset. 

 The structure of the Coca-Cola analysis follows the main categories developed through 

the coding process in Appendix C. These categories include: AI as inauthentic and emotionally 

empty, AI as corporate irresponsibility, AI as visual and narrative breakdown, Pepsi as 

beneficiary, and minority or nuanced responses. Organising the analysis in this way makes it 

possible to move from coded patterns to theoretical interpretation, while still keeping the analysis 
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closely connected to the empirical material. 

 The purpose of this section is to examine how YouTube commenters construct and 

challenge the legitimacy of Coca-Cola’s use of AI in brand communication. The analysis focuses 

especially on how users discuss legitimacy, authenticity, creativity, emotional value, corporate 

responsibility, and brand expectations. In line with the linguistic textual analysis described in 

Section 5.7.5, these evaluations are interpreted through close attention to wording and context. 

The analysis therefore examines how commenters use evaluative wording, irony, contrast, 

nostalgia, and humour to position the advertisement as appropriate, inappropriate, coherent, or 

problematic. 

6.1.1 AI as Inauthentic and Emotionally Empty 

A dominant pattern in the Coca-Cola comments is that AI-generated production is constructed a 

departure from what audiences expect from the brand’s traditional Christmas advertising. Several 

comments frame the advertisement as lacking emotional depth, human effort, and creative 

authenticity. This is visible in the comment, “I really miss pre-AI internet” (Appendix C, A1). 

Although short, the comment carries a broader nostalgic meaning. It does not only criticise the 

advertisement itself but positions it as part of a wider cultural shift where AI is associated with 

the loss of a more human, familiar, and authentic digital environment. 

 Furthermore, this sense of loss becomes more explicit in the comment, “Remember when 

they paid real animators to make commercials with heart. Now it’s soulless AI” (Appendix C, 

A2). The contrast between “real animators” and “soulless AI” is central. The phrase 

“commercials with heart” connects earlier advertising with emotional value and human 

creativity, while “soulless AI” positions the current advertisement as empty and artificial. In 

terms of authenticity, the comment suggests that the problem is not only the visual appearance of 

the advertisement, but also the perceived absence of the human creative touch behind it. 

 A similar pattern appears in the comment, “real magic is when you hire an actual artist 

with a soul” (Appendix C, A5). The comment appears to draw on Coca-Cola’s own wording in 

the advertisement, where the campaign is presented as “Created by Real Magic AI” (Coca-Cola 

2025, 0:04). However, rather than accepting this phrase on the campaign’s terms, the commenter 

redefines “real magic” as human artistic labour rather than technological production. By linking 
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“real magic” to “an actual artist with a soul,” the comment connects authenticity to human 

creativity and suggests that what makes advertising meaningful is not simply the final image, but 

the human effort and emotional investment behind it. This links closely to moral legitimacy, as 

the comment implies that Coca-Cola’s choice to use AI is not aligned with what audiences 

expect from a brand associated with Christmas, nostalgia, and emotional storytelling. 

 Interestingly enough, the campaign’s own wording becomes even more explicitly 

criticised in another comment: “The unintended irony of using ‘Real Magic’ as the tagline is 

hilarious” (Appendix C, A9). Here, the commenter directly identifies the phrase “Real Magic” as 

ironic. Coca-Cola’s branding language is turned against the campaign, as the phrase is read as 

contradictory in the context of AI-generated production. The criticism is therefore not only 

directed at the use of AI itself, but at the perceived mismatch between Coca-Cola’s emotional 

branding and a production method that commenters associate with something synthetic and 

manufactured rather than genuine. 

 This mismatch is also connected to brand nostalgia. One commenter writes, “The original 

ad had that Christmas magic. Now, the magic... just like your childhood is gone, leaving 

emptiness and coldness behind” (Appendix C, A12). The comment draws on emotional and 

nostalgic language, especially through words such as “Christmas magic,” “childhood,” 

“emptiness,” and “coldness.” The advertisement is therefore not only evaluated as a commercial, 

but as a disruption of a remembered brand tradition. In this sense, the comment challenges Coca-

Cola’s legitimacy by suggesting that the AI-generated version fails to maintain the emotional and 

authentic qualities associated with the brand’s holiday advertising. 

 Across these comments, authenticity and legitimacy are closely connected. When users 

describe the advertisement as “soulless,” lacking “heart,” or disconnected from “real magic,” 

they are not simply stating that they dislike the visuals. They are questioning whether the 

campaign is appropriate for Coca-Cola as a brand. The comments therefore construct AI-

generated production as a challenge to moral legitimacy because it is perceived as conflicting 

with values such as human creativity, emotional sincerity, and brand heritage. 

6.1.2 AI as Corporate Irresponsibility 
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A second pattern concerns corporate responsibility. Several comments challenge Coca-Cola’s 

use of AI not only because the advertisement is AI-generated, but because Coca-Cola is 

perceived as a wealthy corporation that should be able to support human creative labour. This is 

especially clear in the comment, “one of the richest corporations on the planet using AI should 

upset everyone” (Appendix C, A8). The phrase “richest corporations” is important because it 

frames the issue as a matter of resources and responsibility. The user suggests that Coca-Cola’s 

size and wealth create an expectation that the company should invest in human artists rather than 

replace them with AI. 

 This moral judgment is also visible in the comment, “just because you can, doesn’t mean 

you should” (Appendix C, A3). This comment does not focus on whether AI can produce an 

advertisement. Instead, it questions whether Coca-Cola should use AI in this context. The 

wording shifts the issue from technological capability to ethical appropriateness. In legitimacy 

terms, this is a clear moral legitimacy critique, as the user evaluates Coca-Cola’s actions 

according to what is perceived as right, responsible, or acceptable in corporate communication. 

 The same pattern appears through sarcastic humour in the comment, “Nothing says 

christmas quite like ‘dad got fired because AI replaced him to do animation’” (Appendix C, A7). 

The comment contrasts the emotional associations of Christmas with the idea of job 

displacement. This contrast is linguistically significant because it uses irony to make Coca-

Cola’s campaign appear cold and socially irresponsible. The phrase “Nothing says christmas” 

sets up an expectation of warmth and tradition, but this expectation is immediately disrupted by 

the image of a worker being replaced by AI. 

 Together, these comments show that the audience criticism is not limited to aesthetic 

dislike. Coca-Cola’s legitimacy is challenged because the use of AI is interpreted as a corporate 

decision with social and ethical implications. The comments suggest that audiences expect a 

large and culturally significant brand to act with responsibility toward creative labour. When 

Coca-Cola is perceived as choosing efficiency over human creativity, this weakens its moral 

legitimacy in the eyes of these commenters. 

6.1.3 AI as Visual and Narrative Breakdown 
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While many comments challenge Coca-Cola’s moral legitimacy, another group focuses on the 

advertisement’s visual and narrative inconsistencies. These comments are especially relevant to 

cognitive legitimacy, as they question whether the advertisement appears coherent, 

understandable, and believable. 

 One user writes, “The AI can’t even decide how many wheels a truck has” (Appendix C, 

A4). This comment uses a specific visual detail to challenge the coherence of the advertisement. 

The wording “can’t even decide” personifies the AI and presents it as unstable or incapable of 

producing consistent visual logic. The criticism therefore goes beyond a minor animation error. 

It suggests that the advertisement fails to meet basic expectations of professional corporate 

communication. 

 Another comment asks, “What in the world was a sloth doing there smack dab in the 

middle? lol. They typically live in tropical warm climates” (Appendix C, A10). Here, the user 

points to an element that appears out of place within the advertisement’s winter setting. The use 

of “lol” gives the comment a humorous tone, but the underlying criticism concerns narrative 

coherence. The comment suggests that the AI-generated world does not fully make sense, 

because it includes details that disrupt the audience’s understanding of the scene. 

 A similar critique appears in the comment, “My favorite part is how the animals can’t 

seem to decide if they want to imitate real life or a cartoon” (Appendix C, A11). This comment 

focuses on visual style rather than factual accuracy. The phrase “can’t seem to decide” again 

presents the advertisement as unstable. The user identifies a lack of consistency between realism 

and animation, which makes the visual world appear uncertain or poorly controlled. This is 

relevant to cognitive legitimacy because the advertisement does not become taken for granted as 

a coherent brand message. Instead, viewers become aware of its artificial construction. 

 These comments show how technical flaws become part of the legitimacy problem. The 

visual inconsistencies are not only treated as errors, but as evidence that AI-generated production 

is not yet able to produce the kind of coherent and polished emotional storytelling audiences 

expect from Coca-Cola. In this way, cognitive legitimacy is challenged because the 

advertisement fails to appear natural, familiar, or internally consistent. 
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6.1.4 Pepsi as Beneficiary and Comparative Brand Reversal 

Another important pattern is that Coca-Cola’s advertisement is sometimes positioned as 

unintentionally beneficial to Pepsi. One comment says, “The best ad I’ve ever seen for Pepsi” 

(Appendix C, A6). This comment is especially relevant to pragmatic legitimacy because it 

suggests that Coca-Cola’s advertisement fails in its basic persuasive purpose. Rather than 

strengthening Coca-Cola’s brand image, the campaign is interpreted as making Pepsi more 

appealing. 

 The comment works through reversal. Although the advertisement is produced by Coca-

Cola, the user reframes it as a Pepsi advertisement because of the negative reaction it creates 

toward Coke. This kind of comment is important because it shows how audiences can reinterpret 

corporate communication in ways that escape the company’s intended message. In a networked 

public such as YouTube, this reinterpretation becomes visible to other viewers and may 

contribute to a wider comparative discourse around the two brands. 

 This pattern also supports the relevance of the Pepsi case in the broader thesis. Pepsi is 

not only a separate non-AI campaign, it becomes meaningful partly because Coca-Cola’s AI-

generated advertisement is discussed as a failure of creativity, authenticity, and emotional 

connection. The Coca-Cola comments therefore already begin to construct the comparative 

frame that becomes central in the Pepsi analysis. 

6.1.5 Nuanced and Minority Responses 

Although the Coca-Cola comment section is dominated by critical responses, the selected 

comments also show that the discourse is not entirely the same. One user writes, “Apparently 

I’m going rogue here just by saying I just watched, enjoyed, & loved this ad for what it is” 

(Appendix C, A13). The phrase “going rogue” is important because it signals awareness of the 

dominant negative tone in the comment section. The user presents their positive response as a 

minority position, suggesting that the comment environment itself shapes how acceptable certain 

evaluations appear to be. 

 This is relevant to networked publics because the comment is not only an individual 

expression of enjoyment. It is also a public positioning act. By saying they are “going rogue,” the 

user acknowledges that their response differs from the dominant critical tone of the comment 
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section. The comment therefore shows how audience members may position themselves in 

relation to the surrounding discourse, not only in relation to the advertisement itself. 

 Another more nuanced comment states, “hey, at least it’s one of the videos that actually 

tells it’s AI” (Appendix C, A14). This comment does not fully defend the advertisement, but it 

interestingly identifies transparency as a positive element. The phrase “at least” is important 

because it marks limited approval. The user still appears aware of the criticism surrounding AI-

generated content but suggests that disclosure may partially support legitimacy. This connects to 

moral legitimacy because transparency can make the use of AI appear more acceptable, even if 

the advertisement itself remains contested. 

 A third nuanced response states, “The thing is, it’s insulting not because of the use of AI, 

but because of the premise that the wildlife are excited by this” (Appendix C, A15). This 

comment complicates the dominant anti-AI pattern by shifting the criticism away from AI itself 

and toward the representational logic of the advertisement. The user does not reject the campaign 

simply because it uses AI. Instead, they object to the idea that wildlife is shown as excited by 

Coca-Cola. This suggests that legitimacy can also be challenged through the campaign’s 

message and assumptions, not only through its production method. 

 These minority and nuanced responses are equally as important because they prevent the 

analysis from reducing the Coca-Cola discourse to a simple anti-AI reaction. While the most 

visible pattern is strongly critical, some comments show that audience evaluations are more 

complex and nuanced. Positive reception, partial approval of transparency, and criticism beyond 

AI all appear in the dataset. This supports the thesis’ broader social constructivist approach and 

and supports the view that legitimacy is not fixed or singular, but negotiated through competing 

interpretations in public discourse. 

 

 

 

6.1.6 Coca-Cola: AI-Generated Advertising as a Legitimacy Problem 
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The Coca-Cola comments show that the campaign’s legitimacy is challenged across several 

dimensions. Moral legitimacy is questioned when users frame AI-generated production as 

inauthentic, emotionally empty, or socially irresponsible. Cognitive legitimacy is challenged 

when users point to visual inconsistencies, unstable style, and narrative details that appear 

incoherent. Pragmatic legitimacy is weakened when the advertisement is reframed as 

unintentionally benefiting Pepsi. 

 Across the analysis, authenticity emerges as a key reason why legitimacy is contested. 

Commenters repeatedly associate authentic advertising with human creativity, emotional 

warmth, artistic labour, and brand heritage. When Coca-Cola’s AI-generated campaign is 

perceived as lacking these qualities, the use of AI becomes more than a technical production 

choice. It becomes a visible point of audience criticism.  

 The linguistic textual analysis makes this visible by focusing on how meaning is 

constructed through word choice, contrast, irony, sarcasm, and emotionally loaded expressions. 

Comments such as “soulless AI,” “real magic,” and “pre-AI internet” do not only express 

negative opinions, but they also construct AI-generated advertising as artificial, emotionally 

empty, and disconnected from what audiences expect from Coca-Cola’s Christmas advertising 

(Appendix C). This shows how legitimacy is challenged through language, rather than only 

through general approval or disapproval. 

 The comments also show how legitimacy is constructed within the YouTube discourse 

community surrounding the advertisement. Repeated expressions and references to Pepsi create a 

shared evaluative vocabulary through which users make sense of the campaign. In the networked 

public of YouTube, these evaluations become visible to other users and contribute to a broader 

public judgment of the advertisement. The Coca-Cola case therefore demonstrates how AI-

generated corporate communication can become a legitimacy issue when audiences interpret it as 

conflicting with authenticity, creativity, and the emotional expectations attached to the brand. 

 

 
 

6.2 Pepsi | The Choice | Super Bowl 
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The second case focuses on Pepsi’s The Choice advertisement. While the Coca-Cola analysis 

examined how AI-generated production became a source of legitimacy challenges, the Pepsi case 

shows how a human-led/non-AI-framed campaign can be interpreted as more creative, effortful, 

and engaging when placed in comparison with Coca-Cola’s AI-generated advertisement. The full 

Pepsi YouTube comment dataset is included in Appendix B, while Appendix D presents 15 

selected comments that were coded in more detail. 

 Like the Coca-Cola analysis, the Pepsi analysis is structured around the main patterns 

identified through the coding process in Appendix D. These include: non-AI production as 

authentic and effortful, support for human creativity, humour and brand rivalry as creative 

strategy, Pepsi as comparative winner, audience engagement, and nuanced cross-brand 

evaluation. As with the Coca-Cola analysis, the purpose is not to measure whether viewers 

generally liked or disliked the advertisement, but to examine how legitimacy is constructed 

through language. Particular attention is therefore given to evaluative wording, contrast, humour, 

cultural references, and repeated comparisons that are made between Pepsi and Coca-Cola. 

6.2.1 Non-AI as Authentic and Effortful 

A dominant pattern in the Pepsi comments is that users present the advertisement as valuable 

because it is not AI-generated. In contrast to the Coca-Cola case, where AI is often associated 

with emotional emptiness and creative decline, Pepsi’s non-AI production is repeatedly 

connected to effort, authenticity, and creative quality. This is visible in the comment, “Coca Cola 

- AI Pepsi - Genuine effort” (Appendix D, B1). The comment is short, but it establishes a direct 

contrast between the two brands. Coca-Cola is reduced to “AI,” while Pepsi is associated with 

“Genuine effort.” Through this wording, Pepsi is positioned as more authentic because the 

advertisement appears to involve intentional creative work. 

 This pattern is also clear in the comment, “No AI. That principle alone is commendable” 

(Appendix D, B2). Here, the absence of AI is treated as a value in itself. The phrase “that 

principle alone” suggests that the user does not only evaluate the advertisement based on 

entertainment or technical quality, but also on the perceived ethics of the production choice. This 

links the comment to moral legitimacy, as Pepsi is praised for doing something that the 

commenter sees as more appropriate or respectable. 
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 A similar logic appears in the comment, “As long as the ad isn't AI, I'm intrigued” 

(Appendix D, B4). This comment presents the absence of AI as a condition for interest. The 

phrase “as long as” is important because it suggests that the user’s interest depends on the 

advertisement not being AI-generated. The user does not say that the advertisement is 

automatically good because it is non-AI, but the comment indicates that non-AI production 

makes the campaign more worthy of attention. In this way, Pepsi’s legitimacy is not only 

constructed through what the advertisement contains, but through what it avoids. 

 The strongest direct comparison appears in the comment, “Beats Coke’s AI any day. 

Thanks for putting in actual effort and creativity into an ad” (Appendix D, B6). The comment 

combines pragmatic and moral legitimacy. Pragmatically, Pepsi is framed as more successful 

than Coca-Cola because the advertisement is presented as more appealing. Morally, the phrases 

“actual effort” and “creativity” suggest that good advertising should involve human intention, 

craft, and care. The word “actual” is especially important because it implies that Coca-Cola’s AI-

generated production lacks the kind of effort that audiences appreciate and associate with 

legitimate creative work. 

 This is reinforced by the comment, “Coca cola: ai slop Pepsi: pure effort” (Appendix D, 

B9). The wording presents the two brands through a clear contrast. Coca-Cola is associated with 

“AI slop,” a strongly negative phrase that frames AI-generated advertising as low-quality, 

excessive, and lacking creative care. The term “slop” suggests something mass-produced and 

undesirable, which intensifies the critique beyond a simple dislike of AI. In contrast, Pepsi is 

described as “pure effort,” which presents the campaign as intentional, crafted, and more 

deserving of approval. The opposition between “AI slop” and “pure effort” therefore constructs 

the two brands through competing values: automation versus human care, low-quality output 

versus craft, and inauthenticity versus authenticity. This language also reflects a discourse-

community pattern, where repeated evaluative terms such as “AI slop,” “soulless,” and “actual 

effort” become part of a shared vocabulary for distinguishing AI-generated content from human-

led advertising. 

 Together, these comments show that Pepsi’s legitimacy is constructed partly through 

contrast. The campaign is praised not only because of its own content, but because it appears to 

offer an alternative to Coca-Cola’s AI-generated production. In this sense, authenticity becomes 

central again, but it functions differently than in the Coca-Cola case. In the case of  Coca-Cola, 
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perceived inauthenticity challenges legitimacy. In the case of  Pepsi, perceived effort and non-AI 

creativity strengthen legitimacy. 

6.2.2 Human Creativity and Corporate Responsibility 

A related pattern is that Pepsi’s advertisement is interpreted as supporting human creativity. This 

is particularly visible in the comment, “thank you for hiring an artist to make this and supporting 

artists! for that i salute you” (Appendix D, B8). The comment explicitly connects the 

advertisement to artistic labour. Rather than only praising the final commercial or visual 

aesthetics, the user praises the production decision behind it. The phrases “hiring an artist” and 

“supporting artists” construct Pepsi as acting responsibly toward creative workers. 

 This is especially significant when compared with the Coca-Cola comments, where AI 

was repeatedly linked to the replacement of animators and the loss of human labour. In the Pepsi 

case, the non-AI advertisement becomes morally legitimate because it is associated with artistic 

support. The comment therefore frames Pepsi’s campaign as a more ethical form of corporate 

communication, one that values human contribution rather than replacing it. 

 This pattern is also visible in the broader comment, “In the grime times of ai slop, endless 

greed, and mass surveillance, its good to see some corporations still have enough of a soul to 

make high-quality ads like this” (Appendix D, B10). The wording places the Pepsi advertisement 

within a wider critique of AI and corporate culture. Terms such as “ai slop,” “endless greed,” and 

“mass surveillance” construct the broader digital and corporate environment as negative. Against 

this background, Pepsi is described as having “enough of a soul” to make “high-quality ads.” 

This use of “soul” also creates a direct contrast with the Coca-Cola criticism discussed in Section 

6.1.1, where AI-generated advertising was described as “soulless” (Appendix C, A2). In the 

Pepsi case, however, “soul” is used positively to construct the campaign as more human and 

meaningful. 

 These comments strengthen the role of authenticity in the Pepsi analysis. Authenticity is 

not only about whether the advertisement looks real, but whether the production feels connected 

to human creativity, care, and responsibility. In this way, Pepsi’s non-AI campaign gains moral 

legitimacy because users interpret it as more aligned with the values they expect from creative 

advertising. 
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6.2.3 Humour and Brand Rivalry as Creative Strategy 

Another major pattern in the Pepsi comments is that users praise the campaign’s use of humour 

and brand rivalry. The advertisement is not only seen as successful because it avoids AI, but 

because it uses a recognisable and playful creative strategy. One comment states, “No AI, a hit at 

coke, and a funny reference. Such a great ad!” (Appendix D, B3). This comment combines three 

elements that the user values: the absence of AI, direct rivalry with Coca-Cola, and humour. The 

phrase “Such a great ad” suggests that these elements work together to make the advertisement 

effective. 

 This pattern is expanded in the comment, “Love to know we can still get ads like these 

from huge businesses. Like there was care and real thought into it with the multiple stabs at coke 

and current pop culture. Still the king of the industry imo” (Appendix D, B7). The comment 

values the advertisement because it appears carefully made and culturally aware. The phrases 

“care and real thought” are central because they construct Pepsi’s campaign as intentional rather 

than automated. The references to “multiple stabs at coke” and “current pop culture” also show 

how the user interprets the advertisement as strategically playful and relatable. 

 Humour and rivalry are also central in the comment, “You did it. You made the perfect 

rivalry ad. My goodness, you did it” (Appendix D, B11). The repetition of “you did it” gives the 

comment an emphatic and approving tone. The user does not simply describe the advertisement 

as funny, but as the “perfect rivalry ad.” This suggests that Pepsi’s legitimacy is strengthened 

because the advertisement is perceived as doing brand rivalry well, it is playful, recognisable, 

and clearly understood by viewers. 

 Another comment praises the use of recognisable cultural and brand references: 

“Absolutely incredible ad! Using the mascot "from another brand" and the Coldplay concert 

cameo were brilliant!” (Appendix D, B12). The phrase “from another brand” indirectly refers to 

Coca-Cola without naming it directly, which mirrors the playful logic of the advertisement itself. 

The comment evaluates the campaign positively because it combines intertextual brand rivalry 

with a pop-cultural reference. In this way, Pepsi’s advertisement is legitimised as clever, 

entertaining, and culturally responsive. 

 These comments are relevant to pragmatic legitimacy because they evaluate the 

advertisement as effective communication. Pepsi is seen as successful because the campaign 
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captures attention, entertains viewers, and turns brand rivalry into a creative advantage. At the 

same time, the comments suggest that Pepsi’s legitimacy is not only based on effectiveness, but 

also on the perception that the advertisement was carefully made, thoughtful, and rooted in non-

AI creativity. 

6.2.4 Pepsi as Comparative Winner 

Several comments position Pepsi not only as successful, but as winning against Coca-Cola. This 

comparative logic is particularly clear in the comment, “I'm changing from coke to Pepsi now if 

coke is going the AI route” (Appendix D, B5). The comment links brand preference directly to 

Coca-Cola’s AI use. Pepsi becomes more attractive because Coca-Cola is perceived as taking the 

wrong creative direction. This is a clear example of pragmatic legitimacy: Coca-Cola’s AI 

strategy is presented as damaging brand preference, while Pepsi gains persuasive advantage by 

contrast. 

 The comment, “the polar bears have the right to quit coca cola and join pepsi” (Appendix 

D, B13), constructs the same comparison through humour. By personifying the polar bears, the 

user imagines Coca-Cola’s own brand symbols choosing Pepsi instead. This works as a form of 

brand reversal. The polar bear, normally associated with Coca-Cola, is discursively transferred to 

Pepsi. Through this humorous framing, Pepsi is positioned as the more attractive brand, while 

Coca-Cola is implicitly rejected. 

 This category is important because it shows how audience responses can reinterpret 

corporate communication beyond the intended message. Pepsi’s campaign is not only praised on 

its own terms, it becomes part of a broader comparative discourse shaped by Coca-Cola’s AI-

generated advertisement. In a networked public such as YouTube, this comparison becomes 

visible to other users and contributes to the public meaning of both campaigns. Pepsi’s 

legitimacy is therefore strengthened not only through its own creative execution, but through the 

way audiences position it against Coca-Cola. 

 

6.2.5 Audience Engagement and Persuasive Appeal 
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The Pepsi comments also suggest that the advertisement succeeds in generating attention and 

voluntary engagement. One user writes, “I've never click to see an ad until just now” (Appendix 

D, B14). Although the sentence is grammatically informal, its meaning is clear, the 

advertisement is framed as unusually engaging because it motivates the user to actively watch it. 

This matters because advertisements are often avoided or skipped, but here the user presents the 

Pepsi campaign as something worth choosing to see. 

 This comment is strongly connected to pragmatic legitimacy. It suggests that the 

campaign is effective because it captures attention and produces interest. The advertisement is 

therefore not only evaluated as morally preferable or more authentic than AI-generated content, 

but also as successful in practical terms. It gets the viewer to watch, respond, and engage. 

 This point connects to networked publics as well. A comment such as this becomes part 

of the public visibility of the advertisement’s success. By stating that they voluntarily clicked on 

an ad, the user publicly performs their approval and contributes to a broader discourse in which 

Pepsi’s campaign is treated as unusually effective. The comment therefore helps construct the 

advertisement as engaging within the visible social environment of YouTube. 

6.2.6 Nuanced Cross-Brand Evaluation 

The Pepsi dataset also includes comments that complicate a simple oppositional reading of the 

two brands. While many comments position Pepsi as superior because it avoids AI, not all users 

reject Coca-Cola entirely. One comment states, “I don’t care if coke is going the ai route I 

actually find the liking of both sodas equally the same Pepsi you deserve something truly special 

and so does coke I value you both” (Appendix D, B15). 

 This comment is interesting because it acknowledges Coca-Cola’s “ai route,” but does 

not treat this as a reason to fully reject the brand. Instead, the user expresses appreciation for 

both Pepsi and Coca-Cola. Linguistically, the phrase “I value you both” softens the competitive 

and anti-AI tone that appears elsewhere in the dataset. The comment therefore resists the 

dominant comparative structure where Pepsi is praised mainly by being positioned against Coca-

Cola. 

 This matters for the legitimacy analysis because it shows that audience evaluations are 

not entirely polarised. Pepsi’s campaign can be evaluated positively without Coca-Cola’s 
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legitimacy being completely dismissed. In this case, Pepsi gains pragmatic legitimacy because 

the advertisement is recognised as deserving “something truly special,” but Coca-Cola is still 

granted value despite its AI direction. This creates a more balanced interpretation of the two 

campaigns and shows that legitimacy is negotiated through different degrees of acceptance, 

criticism, and comparison. 

6.2.7 Pepsi: Non-AI Advertising as Legitimising Contrast 

The Pepsi comments show that the campaign’s legitimacy is constructed differently from Coca-

Cola’s. In the Coca-Cola case, AI-generated production is often framed as inauthentic, 

emotionally empty, visually unstable, and socially irresponsible. In the Pepsi case, non-AI 

production is repeatedly framed as effortful, creative, humorous, and culturally responsive. 

 Moral legitimacy is strengthened when users praise Pepsi for avoiding AI, supporting 

artists, and producing an advertisement with “care and real thought.” Pragmatic legitimacy is 

strengthened when users describe the advertisement as engaging, funny, persuasive, and effective 

enough to attract even Coca-Cola fans. Cognitive legitimacy is less central in the Pepsi case, 

because the comments do not mainly question whether the advertisement makes sense. Instead, 

they tend to praise how clearly and effectively the campaign communicates its humour and 

rivalry. 

 Authenticity is central to this positive evaluation. Pepsi’s advertisement is constructed as 

more authentic because it is associated with “genuine effort,” “actual effort and creativity,” 

“supporting artists,” and having “enough of a soul” (Appendix D, B1, B6, B8, B10). These 

expressions show how commenters use emotionally and morally loaded language to distinguish 

Pepsi’s campaign from Coca-Cola’s AI-generated advertisement. 

 The linguistic textual analysis also shows how comparison structures the discourse. 

Several comments use direct contrastive formulations, such as “Coca Cola - AI Pepsi - Genuine 

effort” and “Coca cola: ai slop Pepsi: pure effort” (Appendix D, B1, B9). These comments 

reduce each brand to a symbolic opposition: Coca-Cola becomes associated with AI and low-

quality automation, while Pepsi becomes associated with effort and creativity. This repeated 

contrast suggests that Pepsi’s legitimacy is constructed not only through its own campaign, but 

through its position within a wider discourse about AI, creativity, and corporate advertising.  
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 The Pepsi comments do indeed appear to be largely positive, but the discourse is not 

entirely one-sided. While many users construct Pepsi as the clear winner in contrast to Coca-

Cola’s AI-generated approach, the comment “I value you both” shows that some users 

acknowledge the AI debate without fully rejecting Coca-Cola (Appendix D, B15). This nuance is 

important because it shows that legitimacy is not simply granted to one brand and removed from 

the other. Rather, it is negotiated through different forms of comparison, evaluation, and public 

positioning. 

 In discourse-community-like terms, the Pepsi comment section shows a shared evaluative 

vocabulary around non-AI production, effort, humour, and rivalry. Users repeatedly position 

Pepsi as the brand that understood the moment and delivered the kind of advertisement audiences 

wanted. In the networked public of YouTube, these comments become visible endorsements of 

Pepsi’s creative strategy. The Pepsi case therefore demonstrates how non-AI corporate 

communication can gain legitimacy when audiences interpret it as more authentic, more creative, 

and more aligned with their expectations of entertaining brand communication. 

7. Discussion 

The purpose of this discussion is to relate the findings of the analysis to the problem statement 

and theoretical framework of the thesis. As outlined in the research design, the thesis does not 

aim to determine whether Coca-Cola or Pepsi produced a more successful advertisement in an 

objective sense. Instead, the aim is to examine how YouTube discourse communities construct 

and contest the legitimacy of AI-generated and human-led/non-AI-framed corporate 

communication. 

 As shown in the analysis, the categories used in the Coca-Cola and Pepsi sections were 

developed through coding and interpreted through the theoretical framework. They are therefore 

not neutral labels, but theory-informed analytical categories that help show how legitimacy, 

authenticity, and audience meaning-making are constructed through language. 

 The analysis shows that legitimacy is shaped by more than whether an advertisement is 

liked or disliked. In the Coca-Cola case, AI-generated production is criticised because it is 

associated with inauthenticity, lack of human creativity, corporate irresponsibility, and visual 

incoherence. In the Pepsi case, legitimacy is strengthened because the campaign is interpreted as 
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effortful, humorous, culturally responsive, and rooted in human creative work. The main contrast 

is therefore not simply AI versus non-AI, but communication perceived as automated and 

emotionally empty versus communication perceived as human-crafted, intentional, and creative. 

 The discussion is structured around five points. First, it discusses how technical flaws 

challenge cognitive legitimacy, while also showing that the criticism extends beyond technical 

execution. Second, it examines authenticity and human effort as markers of legitimacy. Third, it 

considers whether AI-generated advertising remains normatively unstable in relation to cognitive 

legitimacy. Fourth, it discusses how audience evaluations are shaped through discourse 

communities and networked publics. Finally, it considers the business implications of AI-

generated advertising, particularly the tension between efficiency, attention, and legitimacy risk. 

7.1 From Technical Flaws to Legitimacy Problems 

One of the clearest findings in the Coca-Cola analysis is that visual and narrative inconsistencies 

challenge the campaign’s cognitive legitimacy. Comments about the truck wheels, the sloth, and 

the unstable visual style suggest that some users struggled to make sense of the advertisement as 

coherent brand communication (Appendix C, A4, A10, A11). In Suchman’s terms, cognitive 

legitimacy depends on whether an organisation’s actions appear understandable, familiar, or 

taken for granted within a given social context. In this case, the AI-generated advertisement does 

not appear fully accepted as a natural form of brand communication. Instead, the visible mistakes 

draw attention to the technology behind the advertisement and make the use of AI itself a point 

of criticism 

 However, the analysis also suggests that technical imperfection is only part of the 

legitimacy problem. If Coca-Cola’s advertisement had contained no visible errors, some of the 

cognitive criticism might have been reduced. Yet the strongest audience reactions were not only 

directed at glitches or unstable visuals. Many comments challenged the campaign because it was 

perceived as lacking “heart,” “soul,” “real magic,” and human creative labour (Appendix C, A2, 

A5, A9, A12). This suggests that the removal of technical flaws would not necessarily resolve 

audience concerns about authenticity, moral appropriateness, or corporate responsibility. 

 This is important because it suggests that audience scepticism toward AI-generated 

advertising is not only a temporary reaction to current technological limitations. The Coca-Cola 
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comments indicate that audiences may object not only to what AI-generated communication 

looks like but also to what it represents as a whole. However, as outlined in Section 4.1.2, moral 

legitimacy concerns whether an action is judged as appropriate or acceptable according to social 

values. The Coca-Cola comments show that the criticism does not stop at whether the 

advertisement works visually but extends to whether AI production is seen as an appropriate 

corporate choice. AI is interpreted by some commenters as a replacement for human creativity, 

rather than as a neutral production tool. As a result, even technically polished AI-generated 

advertising may remain vulnerable to criticism if audiences perceive it as removing the human 

effort that gives corporate communication emotional and creative value. 

7.2 Authenticity and Human Effort as Legitimacy Markers 

Across both cases, authenticity emerges as one of the most important factors shaping legitimacy. 

As discussed in Section 4.2, brand authenticity is closely connected to perceptions of 

genuineness, consistency, originality, and naturalness. The analysis supports this point by 

showing that audiences do not evaluate the advertisements only as finished media products. They 

also evaluate the perceived process behind them. 

 This also connects back to the distinction between indexical and iconic authenticity 

discussed in Section 3.3. In the Coca-Cola case, the criticism partly concerns indexical 

authenticity, as users compare the AI-generated advertisement with Coca-Cola’s established 

Christmas advertising tradition and brand heritage. At the same time, it concerns iconic 

authenticity, because the campaign is judged on whether it successfully communicates the values 

associated with Coca-Cola’s holiday advertising, such as warmth, nostalgia, and emotional 

connection. When commenters describe the advertisement as “soulless” or lacking “real magic,” 

they suggest that the campaign fails both as a continuation of brand heritage and as a symbolic 

expression of the meanings attached to that heritage. 

 The Pepsi analysis shows the opposite pattern. Pepsi is praised through phrases such as 

“Genuine effort,” “actual effort and creativity,” “supporting artists,” and “care and real thought” 

(Appendix D, B1, B6, B8, B7). These comments suggest that visible signs of human effort 

become a key marker of authenticity. Pepsi’s advertisement is not only evaluated as entertaining, 

but as more legitimate because it appears to involve craft, intention, and creative labour. In this 
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case, authenticity is constructed less through brand heritage and more through the symbolic 

performance of human-led creativity, humour, and care. 

 This comparison shows that authenticity and legitimacy are closely connected. Coca-

Cola’s legitimacy is challenged when AI production is interpreted as a lack of care and a break 

from brand heritage, while Pepsi’s legitimacy is strengthened when non-AI production is 

interpreted as evidence of effort and creative intention. The broader implication is that audiences 

may increasingly evaluate corporate communication not only by asking whether it is effective, 

but by asking how it was made and what that production method signals about the organisation 

behind it. 

7.3 AI Advertising and Unstable Norms 

The findings also suggest that AI-generated advertising remains unstable in terms of audience 

norms. As discussed in Section 4.1.3, Suchman’s concept of cognitive legitimacy concerns 

whether an organisation’s actions appear understandable, familiar, or taken for granted within a 

given social context. The Coca-Cola case suggests that AI-generated advertising has not reached 

this point. Instead, the use of AI is highly visible and becomes one of the main reasons why 

audiences question the campaign. 

 This instability is visible in the way commenters explicitly name AI as the problem. 

Terms such as “AI slop,” “soulless AI,” and “pre-AI internet” suggest that AI-generated 

advertising is not yet understood as a normal or accepted part of brand communication 

(Appendix C, A1, A2; Appendix D, B9). Rather, it becomes a contested production choice that 

audiences evaluate in moral, aesthetic, and cultural terms. 

 At the same time, the Pepsi case shows that the rejection of AI is not simply a rejection of 

innovation. Many Pepsi comments praise the advertisement because it feels creative, humorous, 

and culturally responsive. This suggests that audiences are not necessarily opposed to new or 

playful advertising strategies. What appears to matter is whether the communication is perceived 

as involving genuine creative intention. In this sense, the legitimacy issue is not only about 

whether brands use new technology, but whether that technology is perceived as supporting or 

replacing human creativity. 

 This points to a broader tension in contemporary corporate communication. AI may 
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become increasingly normal as a tool for production, editing, localisation, or campaign 

adaptation. However, the analysis suggests that audiences may distinguish between AI as 

assistance and AI as replacement. When AI is perceived as replacing human creativity, the issue 

moves beyond cognitive legitimacy and becomes connected to moral legitimacy and authenticity, 

as discussed in Sections 4.1.2 and 4.2. This means that even if AI-generated advertising becomes 

technically better, it may still face legitimacy challenges if audiences interpret it as reducing the 

role of human creative labour. 

7.4 Audience Discourse & Public Positioning 

The analysis also shows that YouTube comments function as more than isolated reactions. As 

discussed in Sections 4.2 and 4.3, networked publics help explain how audience evaluations 

become visible and socially meaningful, while discourse communities help explain how users 

develop shared patterns of language and evaluation. This distinction is useful for understanding 

why the comments matter beyond individual preference. 

 In the Coca-Cola case, repeated expressions such as “soulless AI,” “real magic,” and 

references to Pepsi create a shared evaluative vocabulary through which users make sense of the 

advertisement (Appendix C, A2, A5, A6, A9). In the Pepsi case, similar patterns appear through 

phrases such as “Genuine effort,” “pure effort,” “actual effort and creativity,” and “No AI” 

(Appendix D, B1, B2, B6, B9). These expressions do not only describe the advertisements. They 

help construct a broader opposition between AI-generated communication and human-led 

creative work. 

 The networked public of YouTube is also important because comments are visible to 

other users. This visibility allows users to position themselves in relation to the dominant tone of 

the comment section.  

 For example, the Coca-Cola comment “Apparently I’m going rogue here just by saying I 

just watched, enjoyed, & loved this ad for what it is” shows that the commenter is aware of 

expressing a minority view (Appendix C, A13). Similarly, the Pepsi comment “I value you both” 

complicates the more dominant Pepsi-versus-Coca-Cola opposition by expressing appreciation 

for both brands (Appendix D, B15). These examples show that legitimacy is not constructed in a 

completely uniform way. It is negotiated through visible agreement, disagreement, irony, 
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humour, and public positioning. 

 This connects to boyd’s features of networked publics discussed in Section 3.6. YouTube 

comments are persistent because they remain visible over time, searchable because they can be 

found by other users, replicable because expressions and evaluations can be repeated across the 

comment section, and shaped by invisible audiences because commenters cannot fully know who 

will read or respond to them. These features help explain why comments can function as public 

positioning rather than private reactions. 

 This supports the thesis’ social constructivist foundation, as outlined in Section 2.1. The 

campaigns do not have fixed meanings that audiences simply receive. Instead, their meanings are 

produced through public interpretation. Coca-Cola’s advertisement becomes a symbol of AI-

driven inauthenticity for some users, while Pepsi’s advertisement becomes a symbol of effortful 

and human-led creativity. These meanings are not produced by the advertisements alone, but 

through the discourse communities that form around them. 

7.5 Business Implications: Efficiency, Attention, and Legitimacy Risk 

From a business perspective, the use of AI in advertising is understandable. As discussed in the 

literature review, AI-generated communication offers organisations possibilities for speed, 

scalability, personalisation, and cost efficiency. These advantages are especially relevant in a 

communication environment where brands are expected to produce large amounts of content 

across multiple platforms and markets. 

 However, the analysis suggests that these same advantages may become legitimacy risks. 

What organisations view as efficiency may be interpreted by audiences as laziness, cost-cutting, 

or disregard for human creativity. In the Coca-Cola case, commenters did not simply criticise AI 

as a technical tool. They connected it to broader concerns about corporate responsibility, artistic 

labour, and emotional authenticity. The comment about Coca-Cola being “one of the richest 

corporations on the planet” is especially relevant here because it suggests that audience 

expectations are shaped by perceptions of corporate resources and responsibility (Appendix C, 

A8). A large, iconic brand is expected to be able to invest in human creativity. 

 This creates a strategic dilemma for brands. AI may help companies produce 

communication faster and more cheaply, but the use of AI can also make audiences question 
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whether the brand still values creativity, craft, and emotional connection. In other words, 

efficiency does not automatically translate into legitimacy. An advertisement may gain attention 

because it is controversial, but attention is not the same as acceptance. Coca-Cola’s campaign 

generated discussion, but much of that discussion challenged the campaign’s legitimacy. 

 The Pepsi case shows the opposite dynamic. Pepsi is praised not only because the 

advertisement is entertaining, but because it is perceived as involving effort and care. This 

suggests that human creative labour can function as a legitimacy signal. In a context where AI-

generated content is increasingly common, audiences may place greater value on communication 

that appears intentionally crafted by people. For brands, this means that production choices are 

no longer invisible. Audiences may treat the method of production as part of the message itself.  

 From the perspective of legitimacy theory, the business risk is that organisational 

efficiency does not automatically translate into audience acceptance. AI may be strategically 

attractive because of speed, scalability, and cost efficiency, but these advantages may be 

interpreted negatively when audiences read them as signs of reduced care, reduced human 

creativity, or corporate cost-cutting. 

 This does not mean that brands should avoid AI completely. Rather, the findings suggest 

that companies need to consider how AI use is framed, disclosed, and aligned with brand 

identity. If AI is used in a way that appears to replace human creativity, audiences may interpret 

it as inauthentic or irresponsible. If it is used transparently and in support of human creative 

work, it may be easier to legitimise. The Coca-Cola case shows the risk of AI being perceived as 

a substitute for human craft, while the Pepsi case shows the value audiences may place on 

communication that appears human-led, humorous, and creatively intentional. 

7.6 Analytical Scope and Limitations 

A final point concerns the thesis’ own analytical approach. The analysis is theory-informed 

rather than theory-neutral. The coding categories were developed through close reading of the 

comments, but they were also guided by the theoretical framework, particularly legitimacy 

theory, authenticity, discourse communities, and networked publics. This means that the analysis 

is designed to identify patterns related to legitimacy, authenticity, creativity, and audience 

evaluation, rather than to provide an exhaustive account of everything users might say about the 
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campaigns. 

 This is appropriate for the research question, as the thesis specifically examines how 

legitimacy is constructed and contested through audience discourse. However, it also means that 

other analytical lenses could have foregrounded different aspects of the data, such as humour, 

platform culture, brand fandom, or visual reception. The findings should therefore not be read as 

a complete account of audience response, but as a theory-informed analysis of selected patterns 

in visible YouTube discourse. 

 The study is also limited by its focus on selected YouTube comments. The findings are 

not representative of all viewers and should not be treated as evidence of general consumer 

opinion. Instead, they show how legitimacy is constructed in the selected comment sections. This 

supports the thesis’ social constructivist foundation, but it also requires caution in how broadly 

the findings are interpreted. 

8. Conclusion 

This thesis set out to examine how social media discourse communities construct and contest the 

legitimacy of AI-generated versus human-led/non-AI-framed corporate communication in two 

contemporary Coca-Cola and Pepsi commercials. Based on a qualitative comparative case study 

of YouTube comments, the thesis analysed audience responses to Coca-Cola’s AI-generated 

Holidays Are Coming advertisement and Pepsi’s The Choice Super Bowl advertisement. 

 The thesis finds that legitimacy is not a fixed quality of the advertisements themselves, 

but something constructed and negotiated through audience discourse. In the Coca-Cola case, 

legitimacy was largely challenged through comments that framed the AI-generated campaign as 

inauthentic, emotionally empty, visually unstable, and socially irresponsible. These comments 

questioned the campaign’s moral legitimacy by associating AI with a lack of human creativity, 

artistic labour, and emotional sincerity. Cognitive legitimacy was also challenged when users 

pointed to visual inconsistencies and narrative details that made the advertisement appear 

incoherent or unnatural. Pragmatic legitimacy was weakened when the campaign was reframed 

as unintentionally benefiting Pepsi. 

 In contrast, the Pepsi case shows how legitimacy can be strengthened when a campaign is 

interpreted as effortful, humorous, culturally responsive, and human-led. The comments on 
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Pepsi’s advertisement often positioned the campaign as a creative contrast to Coca-Cola’s AI-

generated approach. Pepsi was praised through expressions such as “genuine effort” and “actual 

effort and creativity,” as well as through references to humour and brand rivalry. This suggests 

that audiences did not evaluate the advertisement only according to whether it was entertaining, 

but also according to what its perceived production method signalled about creativity, care, and 

authenticity. 

Across both cases, authenticity emerged as a central factor in how legitimacy was constructed 

and challenged. Audience responses suggest that corporate communication is not only judged by 

its final appearance, but also by how it is believed to have been made. In this context, human 

effort, creative intention, and emotional sincerity became important markers of legitimacy. The 

findings therefore point to a tension between the strategic appeal of efficiency and innovation for 

organisations, and audience expectations of authenticity, human creativity, and emotional 

connection. 

 The thesis also shows that YouTube comments can provide insight into how legitimacy is 

negotiated within discourse communities. Through repeated expressions, comparisons, irony, 

and evaluative language, commenters collectively constructed meanings around AI, authenticity, 

creativity, and brand communication. In the Coca-Cola case, expressions such as “soulless AI,” 

“real magic,” and “pre-AI internet” contributed to a shared vocabulary of criticism. In the Pepsi 

case, phrases such as “genuine effort,” “actual effort and creativity,” and “pure effort” helped 

construct the campaign as a more legitimate creative alternative. In this sense, discourse 

communities do not merely reflect individual opinions. Through repetition, comparison, and 

interaction, they also contribute to shaping what becomes understood as authentic, appropriate, 

and legitimate within the selected YouTube comment sections. 

 Put simply, the findings show that social media discourse communities construct 

legitimacy through the language they use to evaluate and compare corporate communication. In 

the selected YouTube comments, Coca-Cola’s AI-generated advertisement is largely challenged 

because it is associated with artificiality, reduced human effort, and a loss of emotional 

authenticity. By contrast, Pepsi’s human-led/non-AI-framed campaign is largely strengthened 

because it is associated with creativity, humour, care, and genuine effort. Legitimacy is therefore 

not determined by the advertisements alone, but by how audiences collectively interpret what the 

campaigns represent. 
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 The comparison between Coca-Cola and Pepsi demonstrates that audience responses to 

AI-generated corporate communication are not only about technological quality. Even if AI-

generated advertising becomes more visually convincing, the findings suggest that AI 

communication remains normatively unstable within the selected YouTube discourse. Its 

legitimacy cannot be assumed simply because the technology improves. Instead, legitimacy 

depends on whether audiences perceive the communication as authentic, responsible, and 

creatively meaningful. 

 From a practical perspective, the findings suggest that companies using AI-generated 

communication need to consider not only what AI allows them to produce, but also how the use 

of AI itself may be interpreted by audiences. AI may offer efficiency, scalability, and visibility, 

but these advantages can become legitimacy risks if audiences interpret them as signs of reduced 

care, reduced human creativity, or corporate cost-cutting. The thesis therefore contributes to 

research on corporate communication and AI by showing how audience legitimacy judgments 

are constructed through language, and how AI-generated advertising can become challenged 

when it conflicts with expectations of human creativity, brand authenticity, and emotional 

connection. 
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Reflection Sheet  

Working on this thesis has strengthened my ability to manage a much larger academic project 

independently and maintain a clear connection between the problem statement, theory, 

methodology, analysis, and conclusion. Compared with previous semesters, I feel I have become 

more critical of my own choices and more aware that every section needs to contribute directly 

to the overall argument. 

A central part of the process was narrowing a broad topic into a focused research problem. 

Rather than examining AI in corporate communication in general, I chose to study how 

audiences construct and challenge legitimacy in response to AI-generated and human-led/non-

AI-framed advertising. The project became more focused when I limited the empirical material 

to YouTube comments from the Coca-Cola and Pepsi campaigns and removed supplementary 

material from X. I felt that this improved the coherence of the study and made the comparative 

analysis more manageable. 

  

Although the thesis was written individually, supervision played an important role in the process. 

Feedback helped me improve the transparency of the methodology, use cross-references more 

effectively, and relate the discussion more clearly back to theory. I have become better at 

receiving criticism constructively and using it to strengthen the project rather than simply 

defending my initial choices. 

The thesis required careful planning across several stages: case selection, data collection, coding, 

analysis, discussion, and final proofreading. The coding tables were particularly useful because 

they made the movement from raw comments to broader analytical patterns more transparent. 

  

I used generative AI as a support tool for linguistic feedback, alternative formulations, structural 

clarity, overall readability and identifying repetition. It also helped me check whether concepts 

introduced earlier in the thesis were applied consistently later on. However, I remained 

responsible for the academic decisions, interpretation, source control, and use of empirical 
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material. G-AI functioned exclusively as a sparring tool rather than as a replacement for 

independent academic work on my thesis. 

The most important development has been my ability to evaluate my own work more critically. 

Earlier in the process, I was focused on including several relevant concepts. As the thesis 

developed, I became more aware that quality depends on selecting the concepts that directly 

support the research question and applying them consistently. Overall, the project has made me 

more structured, more precise, and more confident in managing an independent academic 

process. 


