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Abstract
Branded Reality: The Rise of Branded Content and its Threat to Democracy looks at the rise of the market of branded content and offers a new framework for examining the influence of advertising money on media content and its threats to democracy in the 21st century. By looking at the roots of commercial takeover in the digital age, the book offers a path for thinking of the implications of introducing advertising into generative AI platforms.   
As a media scholar and a former investigative journalist who followed the rise of this market closely, I shed light on the growing blurring between content and advertising since the mid-2000s. For this, I closely dissect the making of two successful reality TV shows, How to Look Good Naked in the United Kingdom and Overdraft Family in Israel, and their sponsorship deals with leading brands (Dove's Real Beauty Campaign, in the British case). Based on ample empirical material, including internal documents and interviews with key people in the sponsoring brands and the production teams, I provide a structural analysis of the multiple ways in which leading brands embody themselves in the content they sponsor from the outset of the production process, without audiences being aware of it. I then offer a model to dissect the multilayered presence of brands in media content. I intentionally chose to look at the impact of commercialization beyond news and journalism platforms. My work shows how entertainment programming, such as reality TV, serves as a platform for meaningful conversations on shared social values. In light of this, I suggest that we should consider commercial influence and ethics of discourse not just in news reporting and journalistic writing but more broadly across various genres and platforms which comprise the “cultural public sphere” (McGuigan, 2005) and serve as a significant arena for information, debate, and opinion. This perspective has become especially relevant with the arrival of social media platforms that blur the line between news, entertainment and personal content and even more so - with the introduction of generative AI engines, which generate texts, images and videos that offer a total convergence of content.    
My argument is that commercialization in the digital age should be seen as a new phase, distinct from the historical notions of sponsorship, product placement, or advertorials. Under the dominance of branding processes, sponsors’ integration commercialization in the media does not focus on products as such (i.e., product placement); instead, it is an abstract and fluid phenomenon. Beginning at the very first stages of production, iIt focuses on promoting ideas and values, relies heavily on design, and therefore allows brands an intangible presence that is “everywhere” but at the same time “nowhere.” This phenomenon enables brands to infiltrate multiple layers of sponsored content and create an environment that is highly saturated with brands’ messages, across multiple platforms. Eventually, these characteristics distort editorial processes and disrupt the maintenance of a trustworthy civil discourse. I argue that even before the introduction of generative AI technologies, it was the logic of the market that led sponsors to use media content the embed values, ideas, desired lifestyle and visual elements in order to establish the brand presence and for the purpose of creating and maintaining markets for their products. This tendency of “deep integration” in media content is most significant to understanding how advertising may impact the generative process of AI Platforms and how it may distort the output to users in ways that are hard to detect and dissect. I.  
My analysis shows how reality TV, as a genre, has acted as a breeding ground for hyper-commercialized content and has been a precursor for influencer marketing on social media, native advertising in news sites and ad-integration on generative AI platforms. Branded content is a pernicious form of manipulation: it presents itself as an editorial choice but is, in fact, advertising in disguise. Its growth has saturated the public sphere with manipulative content, spread skepticism, and harmed public trust in the media—trust that is essential for maintaining public debate in democracies. It should be considered as a form of pollution of public conversation.      
Statement of Aims
[bookmark: _Hlk174009793]My book Branded Reality: The Rise of Branded Content and its Threat to Democracy depicts a key moment in the evolution of the media: the rise of the market for branded content since the mid-2000s. It offers a new framework for understanding the influence of advertising money on media in the digital age. Branded content, a funding model which blurs the line between advertising and content, marks a significant shift in media economics and culture. It surged together with the rise of reality TV and has since altered the production process of media content in ways that are hard for consumers to identify, dissect and understand. From entertainment programming, through online news platforms, influencer marketing on social media and into generative AI engines, commercial sponsorship in the digital age allows deep yet elusive ways of influence on various formats of editorial content, such that goes beyond the promotion of products or services into carefully embedding social values, ideas, beliefs, lifestyles and carefully designed visual elements. By elucidating the story process behind the production of two successful reality TV programs and their sponsorship deals, the book looks at a this rapidly growing funding model in which sponsoring brands are integrated into media content in multiple ways, some are evident and others are stealth.[footnoteRef:1] It offers a framework for understanding how introduction of advertising into AI platforms may impact the generative process.  This model, which blurs the line between advertising and content, marks a significant shift in media economics and culture. It surged together with the rise of reality TV and continued booming with the introduction of social media influencers, two cases in which “ordinary” people perform work in the service of brands.  [1:  To clarify the terms as used here, branded content is the umbrella term for a funding model which involves brands integration into editorial content, predominantly in legacy media. Native advertising relates to the same model but is specific to digital platforms, where advertising is presented as “native” to online editorial environment. Content marketing is somewhat different as it refers to how brands use storytelling and content generation for their marketing purposes.Influencer marketing is a strategy in which brands are integrated into content created by social media influencers whose followers constitute a relevant target audience for the brand..] 


I am a media scholar at the University of Arizona and a former journalist and media correspondent with a long record of investigative work on the media industry in general and, more specifically, on branded content. This background has given me the tools to examine the inner workings of sponsorship agreements and the production process of popular shows. Relying on unique access to the market and ample empirical evidence, I provide a structural analysis of how sponsoring brands go far beyond merely promoting products and seek to advance ideas and values that help them create and maintain markets. I then offer a simple model to detect and analyze the presence of sponsors in media content. This model shifts the perspective on commercial influence from merely being about “product placement” into a multilayered presence that shapes both the content’s conceptual and visual elements.  I foreground the damage this new, manipulative form of commercialized- content does to the media’s essential role as a space for trustworthy information and public debate in democracies. My analysis demonstrates how this new form of advertising drives the spread of manipulative content in the digital age. 
This model is most helpful in dissecting the impact advertising may have on generative AI outputs. Emerging scholarship on AI and advertising (Qiu & Mei, 2026; Salvi et al., 2026; Tang et al., 2025; Wu et al., 2026; Zelch et al., 2023) raises concerns about commercial influence over the generative process, but has focused so far primarily on problems that are related to product recommendations, sponsored search results, and brand placement. For example, a conflict of interests between loyalty to consumers and loyalty to advertisers in product recommendations (Wu et al., 2026). The framework of understanding branded content as developed in this book points to a broader set of questions. If brands increasingly seek to embed values, identities, and symbolic associations rather than merely promote products and services, then the commercialization of generative AI cannot be understood solely through the lens of product placement. It also requires examining how commercial interests may shape the narratives, meanings, and cultural frameworks produced through AI-mediated communication.
To uncover how branded content practically works, the book dives into a pivotal moment in the early 2000s and dissects in detail the production process and sponsorship agreements of two successful reality TV shows: the British body-positive makeover program How to Look Good Naked (Channel 4, 2006–2010), sponsored by Dove as part of its renowned Real Beauty Campaign; and the Israeli financial-coaching program Overdraft Family (Channel 2, 2006–2012) sponsored by a leading bank, Bank Hapoalim, and a large retail chain, Shufersal. The British show carried a feminist, self-empowerment premise: it took middle-aged women through a styling and coaching process of styling and self-acceptance until they eventually were readywilling to embrace and nurture their real natural female beauty and consequently sit for a nude photoshoot that was then presented to the public on a giant billboard in London. The Israeli show carried the premise of financial coaching for families and small businesses.  It had families go through a coaching process aimed at changing their habits and lifestyles to gain better accountability for their financial situations. Both programs demonstrate how the genre of reality TV promotes discourse on shared social issues (such as female body image, financial responsibility, and more) and how commercial sponsorship can shape and mold these discussions. I chose to look at the British and Israeli media markets (which vary in size and impact) as both countries tried to maintain the separation between content and advertising through various regulatory tools. As my work shows, these efforts became inefficientfailed when confronted with massive technological and economic changes.       
The empirical data reveals, for the first time, how branded content deals are created and implemented from the very first stages of the production process. It shows how sponsorship deals shape the ideas, values and lifestyle that are triumphed by these programs. For example, interviews with key people from the British program demonstrate how the program’s format incorporated Dove’s campaign chief message, which linked feminist ideas (broadening the definition of female beauty) and consumption. Also, the program, like the sponsor’s famous campaign, linked nudity in public and empowerment and self-confidence by creating a cathartic moment in which the “reformed” participant has her nude photos presented in public. The format of How to Look Naked included what was called by the production team “the Dove moment,” in which “real” women were lined up wearing white underwear, relying directly on the core elements of Dove’s Real Beauty campaign. Occasionally, the presenter mentioned keywords from Dove’s campaign like “real women” in his opening lines (for example, “Real women don’t look like that”). The Israeli program promoted the neo-liberal perception that the financial situation of a family or a small business is the sole responsibility of the individuals and an outcome of their own psychological issues. This message was aligned with that of both sponsors, the bank, and the retail chain. A personal consultation session at the sponsoring bank’s branch was part of the program’s format. Representatives of the bank would then be present during shooting to ensure that the bank’s branding was apparent enough on the set and that the messages in the program aligned with theirs. Participants also had “coaching” sessions with the presenter at the retail chain branch to learn about handling their shopping wisely.[footnoteRef:2] As part of the sponsorship agreement, the production made a commitment that the presenter would use the retail chain’s slogan, “Your money buys more,” in different variations during the program. The data also demonstrates how, in the case of Overdraft Family, the branding of the sponsors was implemented into the animation and graphic design of the program, a commitment that was anchored in commercial agreements. These commercial collaborations, in both cases, were then extended to online platforms (and even radio and print) and, eventually, to the real world by creating sponsored events for audiences in the spirit of the television programs (for example, coaching sessions for families at the sponsoring bank’s branches which recreate the experience of the program).             [2:  The words of the video editor of this program reveal the tensions between the obligations to the sponsor and programming considerations: “We are obligated to include a scene that was taken in a Shufersal branch in a certain number of episodes. It’s tailored into the content, like the visits to the bank. So usually, the presenter, Alon, would send them to go shopping, to show them how they can save money when they shop. But we would also try to fit it into the narrative of the episode. For example, we had this father who didn’t spend enough time with his kids, so his mission was to go to the supermarket with his kids. But honestly, this is imposed... what kind of a parent spends quality time with his kids buying food? Clearly, this scene would not have been included under any other circumstances. Nothing happens there—they go to the supermarket and choose products. So, we would add a cheerful soundtrack and stick it towards the end of the episode” (A. Balint & R. Aboulafia, personal communication, 2011).] 

The book focuses a critical lens on a period of fundamental change in the economy of media outlets and sheds light on the inherent clash between the media’s tendency to follow the logic of capitalistic mechanisms and democracies’ need to foster and maintain a trustworthy public debate. It demonstrates how the neoliberal turn since the 1970s, together with the emergence of digital technologies, had a two-fold effect: in the marketing world, it gave rise to the dominance of branding processes, while for legacy media, these changes disrupted their advertising-based economic model. These changes pushed marketers and media bodies to join hands and collaborate around an old-new funding model in which advertisers are integrated into the content itself. This process has created an “attraction” based on both sides’ need to maintain audiences and revenues in a highly fragmented environment. I therefore refer to it as “elective affinity,” a mutual attraction based on inner similarities (Howe, 1978; Weber, 1949). This state of growing interdependence opened the way for the introduction of hyper-commercialized and intentionally manipulative content. The outputs of branded content (in television, film, newspapers, social media, and moremore recently – generative AI platforms) are presented to audiences as authentic, organic, and trustworthy but are actually disguised advertising. 
In the context of digital platforms, such content is often referred to as “native advertising,” as the material content is presented as “native” to its digital environment.[footnoteRef:3] The inherently deceptive essence of branded content poses a real threat to the vital role the media should play in democratic systems: maintaining trustworthy debate and keeping citizens well-informed. I contend that the most severe damage arising from the spread of branded content is the public’s growing skepticism and gradual loss of trust in the media once audience members become aware that their media environment is saturated with manipulative messages and that they cannot differentiate between editorial content and advertising.   [3:  Quality newspapers around the world opened their gates to native advertising since mid-2010s, offering professionals and special departments that work with advertisers the opportunity to create advertising that looks like editorial content. One of the pioneering examples was the New York Times’ native advertising for the Netflix series Orange is the New Black, which offered content on the unique situation of women inmates. Concerns about the ethics of this practice and its impact on the independence of newsrooms are often expressed by both professionals and scholars. ] 

In the book, I argue that branded content should be viewed as a new phase of commercialization of media content that extends beyond the traditional and historical notions of product placement,  or sponsorship or advertorials. In this phase, brands gain omnipresence in media content. First, because their embodiment in media content involves many different aspects of the content, I consider it multilayered. I address three layers of brand integration: messages, visual elements, and product placement, which, together, I define as “deep integration.”. Then, the collaboration between media outlets and sponsors tends to expand to other platforms. For example, different derivatives of the sponsored content would migrate from TV to social media platforms, and even print or radio and from there will gain presence in AI outputs. I define this cross-platform tendency as “continuous integration.” Both dimensions of sponsorship deals—deep and continuous integration—allow brands to be “everywhere” but at the same time “nowhere.”
Consequently, commercial sponsorship in the age of branding should be understood as an abstract and fluid phenomenon. Metaphorically speaking, sponsors’ money should be thought of as water: once corporate funding is poured into media content, it flows over everything and in every direction, soaking the entire “space” with the brand presence and irreversibly changing the fundamental form of the sponsored content. This insight helps us understand the influence of sponsors in other frameworks, not just the legacy media, including art, public spaces, schools, academia, social media, AI engines and more.    
Branded content boomed just at the time when the genre of reality TV became a household phrase in the year 2000 with the success of the programs “Survivor” in the United States and “Big Brother” in the United Kingdom. Over the succeeding decades, the genre has become an effective vehicle for commercial agreements with sponsors. Interestingly, the recently released book on Donald Trump’s tenure in the reality show The Apprentice (Setoodeh, 2024) touches on this point, revealing that the producer, Mark Burnett, a leading figure in shaping this genre, agreed to forgo his salary from CBS for the program Survivor which was the first reality hit in the US, in return for 50% of the revenues from sponsors and then earned more than this entire salary from just one specific “mission” with Doritos during the second season of Survivor. In my book, I emphasize the strong affinity between branding processes and the reality genre, which facilitates, among other things, a “natural” integration of brands into people’s “authentic” behavior and their endorsement by the participants. This perspective also offers a framework for evaluating more recent phenomena, such as social media influencers, in which “ordinary” people share their daily lives and intimate worlds in the service of brands.
The book describes the early stages of the growing blur between media content and advertising, showing how this trend was used from the outset to motivate consumers to further engage with the sponsoring brands and to provide personal data on online platforms. My analysis is thus offers a precursor to Shoshana Zuboff’s the notion of Surveillance Capitalism  (2014), which addresses the massive collection and commodification of personal data by giant tech corporations such as Google and Facebook for the purpose of behaviour prediction and personalized and well-targeted advertising —the model at the heart of social media and increasingly -  generative AI platforms. 
Synopsis 
Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk174000902]Chapter 1: From Product Placement to Branded Content: A Brief History
Chapter 1 Outline

Introduction
Content and Commerce: A Historical Account
· Print Media: “Church,” “State,” and the Advertorial
· The American Model: Sponsorship on Radio and Television
· The Hollywood Film Industry: Product Placement
· The British Model: Public Broadcasting on Commercial Television
From Cable Television to the Internet: Audience Fragmentation
· The First Wave of Fragmentation: The 1980s
· The Second Wave of Fragmentation: The Digital Revolution
Brands and Broadcasters in the 2000s: Elective Affinities
The Historical Shift of Brands: Every Space is ‘Media’
Content Convergence: From Broadcast to Multiple Platforms 
Brands and Media Content: Mutual Attraction
Generative AI and Ad Integration: A Look Forward
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This chapter provides an accessible historical overview of the how the distinction between content and advertising in the cultural industries (print, radio, television, digital) evolved. It sheds light on the contemporary processes that led to the intense erosion of the “wall” between content and advertising since the mid-2000s. It examines the economic, cultural, and technological circumstances in which familiar notions such as advertorials, sponsorship, and product placement have developed over the years, predominantly in the United States and the United Kingdom, two markets that set the tone for other countries.  
My argument in this chapter is twofold: First, the tension between the content side and the commercial side and that of content is inherent to the cultural industries and was shaped over time by changing economic, cultural, and technological circumstances. Second, the unprecedented, heightened commercialization of media content we have witnessed since the 2000s is an outcome of two recent changes—the neo-liberal shift and the emergence of digital technologies. These have transformed the environment of both advertisers and media bodies, creating a growing interdependence between them in their efforts to maintain access to mass audiences and secure revenues in a highly fragmented media landscape. I use Weber’s notion of elective affinity ( Weber, 1949) to best describe the tendency of advertisers and media outlets to come closer together and collaborate in branded content deals. This notion refers to a “mutual attraction” that is based on inner similarities. The greater the number of positive inner affinities between two elements, the more strongly these elements joined (Howe, 1978). I end by discussing the current scholarly conversation on the implications of introducing advertising into generative AI platforms and challenge some of its basic assumptions. 

Chapter 2: The Media Between Content and Advertising: A Critical Point of View 
Chapter 2 Outline

Introduction	
Theoretical Framework	
Normative Perspectives (1): The Public Sphere	
· Culture and Capital 1: A Culture Industry or Cultural Industries?	
· Culture and Capital 2: What is the Commodity—Audience or Content?	
· Culture and Capital 3: The Rise and Fall of the Public Sphere	
· Culture and Capital 4: Critique of the Public Sphere	
Normative Perspectives (2): The Cultural Public Sphere	
· The Contemporary Landscape (1): Beyond Journalism, Beyond Rationalism
· The Contemporary Landscape (2): The Cultural Public Sphere	
The Cultural Public Sphere: Between Communicative Action and Strategic Action
· Discourse Ethics (1): Communicative Action and Strategic Action	
· Discourse Ethics (2): Content and Commerce	
Neoliberal Context: Commercial Television and Deregulation	
The Rise of Reality TV: an Engine for a New Business Model	
Summary 


















This chapter addresses a fundamental question in the critical analysis of the media: Are the messages produced by content creators (journalists, scriptwriters, documentarists, and so forth) inherently different from those created for advertising? While early critical scholars often assumed that the distinction between content and advertising is self-explanatory, professionals in the field of branded content today would frequently argue that such a distinction does not exist at all. As technological changes allow for a growing blur between these two domains, the ethical question of their differences became essential. The chapter sets the theoretical framework for critically approaching media commercialization. Based on Habermas’ theory of discourse ethics (Habermas, 1984), I argue that content and advertising are inherently different acts of speech, separated by the speaker’s intention. While content is geared toward fostering debate with others to reach a better understanding of issues and the best common decision, advertising is aimed at influencing others’ opinions and behavior to attain the speaker’s strategic goals. Thus, unlike content, advertising is not a discursive form of communication: the speaker instrumentally uses discourse, and their arguments cannot be changed. I further argue that branded content is a case of advertising that is presented as content. It is, therefore, an inherently manipulative act, as it is designed to hide the speaker’s intention. 



Chapter 3: Formats and Brands: The Story of Two Reality TV Hits and Their Sponsors
Chapter 3 Outline

Introduction
The Case of How to Look Good Naked and Dove
· Dove’s Real Beauty Campaign
· Channel 4’s How to Look Good Naked
· The Sponsorship Agreement
The Case of Overdraft Family and Bank Hapo’alim and Shufersal
· Channel 2’s Overdraft Family
· The Sponsorship Agreement with Bank Hapo’alim
· The Sponsorship Agreement with Shufersal
Summary












The chapter introduces the story behind the formation of two reality TV programs and their sponsorship deals, based on internal documents and interviews with key people from the sponsors’ and the program’s sides. These programs serve as a window into the inner workings of the market of branded content. The chapter portrays the conception of these deals as a stage of “falling in love”—i.e., “elective affinity” (Howe, 1978; Weber, 1949)—in which both sides focus on the imagined similarities, shared values, and the dynamics between the program and its sponsors. It is only later, in the production stage, that tensions and clashes emerge, revealing that the goals of the two sides are not aligned. 





[bookmark: _Hlk174001282]Chapter 4: The Program and the Brand: Deep Integration
Chapter 4 Outline

Introduction
Diffusion of Messages
· How to Look Good Naked and Dove
· Overdraft Family, Bank Hapoalim and Shufersal
Visual Diffusion
· How to Look Good Naked and Dove
· Overdraft Family, Bank Hapo’alim and Shufersal
Product Placement
· How to Look Good Naked and Dove
· Overdraft Family, Bank Hapoalim and Shufersal
Summary 













The chapter reveals the many ways in which brands integrate, in practice, into television programs, based on an abundance of empirical data and eye-opening examples from both programs.[footnoteRef:4] The core argument of this chapter is that branded content deals aim at integrating the sponsoring brand’s identity across different aspects of the program, including its core values and visual design. In addition, brands prefer these kinds of abstract, non-tangible representations of the brand over simple exposure of the products (i.e., product placement) or brand mentions. In this age of branded content, product placement is just one practice of sponsor integration and a relatively marginal one. The chapter, therefore, presents a model for dissecting brands’ presence in content, examining how sponsors may have embedded the brand values, the brand’s visual language (colors, graphic elements, logo, visual elements from campaigns, and more), and direct exposure of products and brand mentions, i.e., product placement. The notion of “deep integration” is the first key factor that distinguishes branded content as a new phase in the commercialization of media content. Deep integration allows sponsors to take over the program’s space in a way that is “everywhere” and at the same time “nowhere” due to its abstract, non-tangible nature. This effect is a result of the dominance of branding processes, which shifted the focus of marketing efforts from products to the brand as an image—the perceptions consumers carry in their heads. Consequently, for branding professionals, “everything is media” (Moor, 2007).   [4:  For example, the marketing communications manager of Bank Hapoalim, one of the sponsors of the Israeli show, candidly described her involvement in the program’s production: 
“I would tell them, during the negotiations, these are the topics I would like to include, these are the messages that should be conveyed to the families. They were obligated to communicate these issues to the families. I wouldn’t check which families they took on, absolutely not. It’s their job to create a hot, interesting program that people would want to watch. But they would show me an episode and I would comment on the segments that are relevant to me. I did not comment on anything else, it’s not what I was allowed to do in my relationship with them” (Landsman, personal communication, 2012).] 



[bookmark: _Hlk174001332]Chapter 5: From TV to Online: Continuous Integration
Chapter 5 Outline

Introduction
Television: Between Advertising and Content
· Regulation of Sponsorship Credits and Commercial Vignettes in the United Kingdom and Israel
· Commercial Vignettes
· Commercial “Packaging” to Programming
Across Platforms: Shifting Audiences from Television to Other Platforms
· How to Look Good Naked and Dove
· Overdraft Family, Bank Hapoalim and Shufersal
· Multiple Platforms: A Joint Venture
· Internet: Between Advertising and Content
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This chapter dissects the ways in which branded content deals extend beyond television to other platforms such as radio, the press, and, most importantly, the online environment (internet and then mobile devices). In some cases, this collaboration is then maneuvered back to the “real world” through live events, which allow audiences to interact “for real” with the experience of the program and its sponsor. I define this as “continuous integration,” meaning the cross-platform tendency of these deals. Continuous integration is the second feature that distinguishes branded content as a new phase of media commercialization. The empirical data demonstrates how the “migration” of the program with its sponsors across platforms creates an intensively commercialized environment in which what seems to be a communicative act becomes increasingly strategic, personalized, and closely controlled by the brand. 








Chapter 6: Disillusioned: Conflicts, Regulation, Harms to Democracy 
Chapter 6 Outline

Introduction
A Conflict Zone: When Mutual Attraction Meets Reality 
Regulation of Product Placement, Sponsorship, and Native Advertising
· U. S. Regulation
· European and British Regulation
· Israeli Regulation
The Case Studies and Regulation of Product Placement and Sponsorship
Challenges to Regulation
Harms to the Cultural Public Sphere
Summary 













This concluding chapter discusses the harmful implications of branded content. First, the chapter examines the tensions that arise between content producers and brand representatives during the production process and provides ample examples from various programs of conflicts between the content professionals and the sponsor’s representatives, such as the case when participants in a cooking show refused to use the sponsor’s soy sauce, as it was known to be not of the best quality.[footnoteRef:5] It is during this stage that the two sides are disillusioned about their authentic “love” and “perfect match” and cope with discrepancies associated with their inherently different goals—one that is oriented toward communication (content) and the other that is strategic and is oriented toward exercising influence over others (advertising). The chapter continues by examining the efforts of regulators in the United Kingdom, Israel, and the United States to find ways to cope with this rising phenomenon. The chapter describes the shift from the principle of “separation” between advertising and content to that of disclosure, meaning the identification of sponsored content as such. I argue that the failure to understand how commercialization works in the digital age is different and noticing how it practically works leads to inefficient policies, which market forces tend to ignore in practice.   [5: This conflict happened in the Israeli version of Master Chef. The participants wanted to use 
Kikkoman soy sauce when preparing an Asian dish, but the program’s producers were obligated to use Osem Soy sauce, an Israeli brand, due to the sponsorship agreement. This created a conflict on the set. It was resolved only after the producers allowed the participants to use their preferred brand but placed bottles of the sponsor’s soy sauce on the set, falsely leading viewers to think this was the brand that was used in the show. The branded content agent further explained: 
“Osem were partners who believed in the program from the outset, when many others didn’t. On the other hand, their products are not for gourmet cooking. Kikkoman is obviously better. The participants naturally wanted to use the best ingredients, and here we come and push Osem onto them. But Osem won’t pay unless we use their products on the show. What we did was distort reality in a way: participants on the set did use Kikkoman, but the viewers were not aware of that. So, we put a bottle of Osem’s soy sauce nearby and we solved things in the editing process. For Osem, one of the advantages of such a cooperation with the program was that not only were participants using their products on screen, but that any other competitor was denied access. Even if participants were using the better brand, none of the viewers knew it even existed” (Se’ada, personal communication, 2011). ] 

Finally, the chapter ends with dissecting the damaging aspects of branded content. Branded content threatens consumers’ free choice as they are manipulated to believe promotional messages are editorial choices. It threatens freedom of expression as leading corporations gain power over editorial independence. Lastly, branded content promotes skepticism and suspicion toward the media once consumers become aware of the manipulative nature of some of the messages. The gradual loss of trust in the media as a platform for public debate is the gravest damage caused by branded content, as trust is at the heart of the relationship between the cultural industries and their audience members and is essential for the maintenance of democratic societies. 

[bookmark: _Hlk189497256]Chapter 7: Conclusions and Epiloguea look forward: Advertising in Generative AI Content
Conclusions and Epilogue Outline
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Audience and Market
The book belongs to the field of political economy of the media and examines the intersection between media, capitalism, democracy, and digital technologies. It adds a critical perspective to the growing literature on brands, specifically on commercialization in the digital age: branded content, native advertising, influencer marketing and most recently – ad integration in generative AI engines. It  and offers a new framework to think about the impact of the growing blur between content and advertising in contemporary media ecosystemis phenomenon. More broadly, the book contributes to the intensifying discourse on manipulative content and misinformation in the digital age and its negative impact on liberal democracies (e.g., Benkler et al., 2018; Gehl & Lawson, 2022). It can serve as an invaluable source for media literacy education at all levels. 
The book is relevant to scholars and students in the fields of media studies, business and marketing, sociology, television and film, cultural studies, media literacy, AI technologies, economy and law. At the same time, it is relevant to policymakers, especially those who work with the regulation of media, and social media and AI, as well as practitioners in the field of branding (marketing executives, brand architects, brand consultants, branded content agents) and those involved in the media industry (directors, producers, scriptwriters, and so forth). In addition, it is relevant for a wider audience interested in better understanding how the media industry works and developing their media literacy. It should also appeal especially to readers interested in a critique of capitalism and culture, the dominance of brands, and reality TV, in the same spirit as earlier books have done, such as Naomi Klein’s No Logo (2000) or Mark Andrejevic’s influential book on reality TV and surveillance, Reality TV: The Work of Being Watched (2004).  
The book can be relevant to a number of academic courses for advanced undergraduate and graduate courses, such as Political Economy of the Media, Entertainment Business, Media Law and Ethics, Marketing Strategies, Branding Practices, Advertising and Society, Media Economy, Digital Media, AI and Society, Media Policy and Regulation, New Media and Culture, Promotional Culture, Reality Television, Media Literacy, Media and Critical Theory and more.     
Competing Titles
The interest in branded content started in the mid-2000s but was dominated at that stage by books that viewed it as a marketing strategy and a new path for brands and entertainment outlets. Two titles from that early period that are worth mentioning are Madison & Vine by former Advertising Age journalist (Donaton, 2004) and Branded Entertainment (Lehu, 2007). These were later followed by multiple trade books that focused mainly on native advertising strategies (for example, Keast, 2016; Lovell, 2017; Smith, 2017)
A critical perspective on branded content and native advertising is a relatively recent development. Mara Einstein’s Black Ops Advertising (2016) provides a broad description of the overall blur between marketing and editorial content in the digital age, with an emphasis on native advertising (advertising disguised as editorial content on digital platforms) and content marketing (marketers becoming publishers). Einstein’s background as a marketing executive is a strength in delving into the changes in this world. However, the book mainly follows the trends in the market and, although taking a critical perspective, does not offer a new framework for understanding this phenomenon and its harm to society and democracy. Another short book on native advertising (Lynch, 2018) focused on the disruption in newsrooms. This more conventional view focuses on the negative impact on journalism only rather than the media environment as a whole. 
Jonathan Hardy’s Branded Content: The Fateful Merging of Media and Marketing (2022) is a thorough introduction to this phenomenon. Hardy, a scholar in the political economy of the media provides a broad overview of the practices, policies, and problems that are typical of the changes between marketing and media in the digital age. He argues that branded content should be understood as part of a profound convergence between media and marketing in which brands increasingly produce, sponsor, and shape content while media organizations increasingly act as marketing intermediaries. The concern is not only about deception or inadequate disclosure but also the redistribution of control over media production and the growing influence of marketers. While this book does not relate to generative AI technologies (it predated their public introduction), the new edited collection Mapping the Media-Marketing Ecology (Hardy et al., 2026) tries to cope with this change and once again offer a broad perspective of a rapidly changing ecosystem. 
Michelle Amazeen’s book Content Confusion: News Media, Native Advertising, and Policy in an Era of Disinformation (Amazeen, 2025) is yet another contribution to this growing field. Amazeen’s previous work focused on disclosures of native advertising and audiences’ ability to recognize it (Amazeen & Muddiman, 2017, 2017; Amazeen & Wojdynski, 2018b, 2018a). Her book focuses specifically on native advertising in news sites.  Amazeen demonstrates that existing disclosure practices are often insufficient, as many readers fail to recognize or understand sponsorship labels. She situates native advertising within the broader crises of misinformation, disinformation and declining trust and as a democratic and regulatory problem. 
Whereas existing studies have mapped the expanding integration of media and marketing, Branded Reality develops a normative and conceptual account of why this integration constitutes a qualitative transformation of public communication. Drawing on Habermas’s distinction between communicative and strategic action, the book explains why media content and advertising remain fundamentally different practices even as contemporary industries seek to erase their visible boundaries. It introduces the concepts of the spatial expansion of brands and their deep integration into media production, showing how brands have moved beyond the sponsorship or placement of products to shape narratives, aesthetics, lifestyles, values, and communicative environments. Through an extensive study of reality television and ample of examples and stories on how things work in the industry, the book identifies branded content as a distinct phase in the commercialization of media and develops a framework that can also illuminate native advertising, influencer culture, and commercially shaped generative-AI communication.

   
Format and Timeline
The manuscript is 95,000 words (including footnotes, references, and appendixes) and can be ready for publication by the Spring of 2027.
The manuscript includes 35 images from TV episodes, websites, presentations, and ads. 
The manuscript includes material from interviews, presentations, and other documents. Among others, I interviewed the prominent feminist writer and psychotherapist Dr. Susie Orbach, who was Dove’s consultant for the “Real Beauty” campaign and spoke openly about her experience. I have also interviewed some of the key people in Dove’s worldwide campaign and the key people in the production of How to Look Good Naked, an original British format then adapted to many other countries. The documents were provided by interviewees who were involved in their creation. 
About the Author
I am a media scholar and former journalist with a long record of investigative writing on the political economy of the media. Currently, I am the inaugural Jeffrey B. Plevan Chair in Modern Israel Studies at the University of Arizona, affiliated with the School of Journalism. As a journalist, I served as the media correspondent for Israel’s leading daily newspaper, Haaretz, and was a staff member—and later a board member—of the Israeli media watchdog The Seventh Eye.
I have published numerous investigative articles on the politics of Israeli media and the pressures faced by journalists, local and foreign. Some of these reports led to significant changes, including the dismissal of the general manager of Israel’s broadcasting service due to corruption, which prompted the successful launch of a new public broadcasting corporation. I continue to publish investigative work, opinion pieces, and analyses of the media in Haaretz. One of my recent reports (August 2023) highlighted how Israeli commercial channels played a crucial role in promoting extreme right-wing politicians who eventually became part of the current far-right government.
Since the mid-2000s, I have written extensively about the market of branded content in Israel, first as a journalist and then as a scholar. I have become a leading voice in uncovering this phenomenon and fostering critical debate about its harmful aspects. My series of investigative reports in Haaretz was the first to reveal how sponsors gained unprecedented influence over successful programs. I then published a book, Inside the Box (2012, Israeli Democracy Institute, Hebrew), on the rise of branded content in Israeli commercial television, based on extensive fieldwork in the Israeli media industry. This book was adopted by the Ministry of Education as part of the curriculum for Media studies for high school students and is used in Media Studies courses for undergraduates.
I have provided expert opinions in several class action lawsuits concerning branded content in Israeli courts and have been invited to present my work at various academic and popular forums in Israel, the United States, and the United Kingdom. Additionally, I published an article on government-sponsored content in Digital Journalism (2021). I am a member of the Branded Content Research Network and serve as an academic advisor for the Branded Content Governance Project, led by Prof. Jonathan Hardy.
This book proposal is based on my PhD dissertation, supervised by Prof. Nick Couldry and Dr. Liz Moor, written in the Department of Media, Communications, and Cultural Studies at Goldsmiths, University of London.
I have 5,000 followers on Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/anat.balint), where my posts—primarily commentary on Israeli media and politics—often go viral. You can also find me on X: @AnatBalint.
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[ 1 ]     Book Proposal   Branded Reality: The Rise of Branded Content and its Threat to Democracy   Dr. Anat Balint   University of Arizona   Abstract   Branded Reality: The Rise of Branded Content and its Threat to Democracy  looks at the rise  of  the  market of  b randed  c ontent and offers a new framework  for examining   the influence of  advertising  money  on media content and its threats to democracy in the  2 1st century .  By looking at the  roots of commercial  takeover in the digital age, the book offers  a  path for thinking   of   the implication s   of  introducing  advertising  i nto  generative  AI platforms.        As   a media scholar and a former  investigative  journalist   who followed th e rise of th is market closely ,  I  shed light on   the  growing blurring   between content and advertising  since the mid - 2000s . For this, I  closely dissect  the  making   of  two successful reality TV shows ,  How to Look Good Naked   in the United  Kingdom and  Overdraft Family   in Israel, and their sponsorship deals with   leading brands   (Dove 's   Real  Beauty   Campaign, in the British case) .  Based on ample empirical material, including  in ternal   documents   and  interviews with key people in the sponsoring brands and the production team s , I  provide a s tructural  analysis of   the  multiple  ways in which leading brands embody themselves in the content they sponsor  from the outset of the production process,  without audience s   being aware of it.   I then offer a model to  dissect the  multilayered  presence of brands in media content.  I intentionally chose to look at the impact of  commercialization beyond  news and journalism   platforms .  My   work shows how  entertainment  programming,  such as   reality TV,  serves   as a platform for meaningful conversation s   on  shared  social  values . In light of this,   I suggest that we should  consider   commercial influence  not just in news reporting   and journalistic writing   but more broadly  across   various genres and platforms which comprise the   “ cultural public sphere ”   (McGuigan, 2005)   and s erve as a significant arena for  information,  debate ,   and  opinion .   This  perspective has   become especially relevant   with the arrival of   social media  platforms   that  blur   the line between news, entertainment and persona l   content  and  even more so  -   with  the introduction  of  generative  AI engines,  which  generate  texts, images and videos that  offer  a total convergence of  conten t.         My argument is that   commercialization in the digital age  should be seen as a new phase ,   di stinct   from the  historical notions of sponsorship ,  product placement ,   or advertorials .  Under the dominance of branding  processes,  sponsors’   integration  does   not focus on products  as such   (i.e. , product placement);  instead , it is  

