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Abstract:

This study was conducted with the aim of analyzing the transformation of the aesthetic language in contemporary commercial advertising
during the decade from 2010 to 2020, a period in which advertising discourse shifted from representing reality to sensory and interactive
experientialism. The main objective of the study was to identify the semiotic and linguistic patterns that explain this transformation in the
structure of meaning and audience experience. The present research is qualitative and descriptive—analytical and was carried out using the
multimodal discourse framework of Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen (1996). The research population consisted of 30 international
commercial advertisements from leading brands such as Apple, Nike, Coca-Cola, Airbnb, and Dove within the mentioned time frame. Data
were analyzed based on the three metafunctions—representational, interactive, and compositional—to identify linguistic, visual, and narrative
structures in the aesthetic transformation of advertising. The results showed that advertisements in the early 2010s were primarily focused on
the representation of reality, visual authenticity, and social realism, whereas from the second half of the decade, the axis of meaning shifted
from depicting reality to creating perceptual and emotional experience. In this process, representational signs were replaced by sensory-
evocative signs, and the audience shifted from a passive viewer to an active participant in meaning-making. Digital advertising, relying on
augmented reality technologies, emotional storytelling, and user-generated content, provided a multimodal experiential environment. The
transformation of the aesthetic language in commercial advertising reflects a cultural transition from the logic of representation to the logic
of experience, where beauty is constructed not in the image itself but in the perceptual and emotional interaction between the brand and the
audience. Within this framework, contemporary advertising is considered less a reflection of reality and more a constructor of lived experience
and brand identity.
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Extended Summary

The aesthetic language of commercial advertising underwent a fundamental shift between 2010 and 2020, transitioning from
realism-based representation to experiential, affect-centered, and interaction-driven meaning-making. Early in the decade,
advertising strategies relied heavily on visual honesty, documentary-like composition, and the representation of “real people”
to restore trust in a post-2008 sociocultural environment characterized by skepticism toward idealized imagery. This realism
was supported by multimodal semiotic structures, in which direct gaze, natural lighting, and unedited textures functioned as
markers of authenticity, aligning with broader cultural demands for sincerity and transparency (Babayeva, 2025; Dagalp &
Sodergren, 2024). At the same time, foundational works in multimodal discourse analysis argued that visual communication
operates through representational, interactional, and compositional metafunctions, highlighting that meaning in advertising
emerges from the synergy of text, image, sound, and embodied cues (Al-Subhi, 2022; Ha, 2024; Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996).
Studies in the early 2010s underscored that authenticity in branding is produced not only by textual claims but also through
semiotic codes that evoke human closeness, emotional sincerity, and social realism (Beverland, 2005; Napoli et al., 2014). As
a result, advertisers began presenting ordinary people, local narratives, and unfiltered environments as powerful semiotic
resources that reinforced trust and relatability within a context marked by global sociocultural shifts. This broadened
understanding of aesthetic communication was solidified by interdisciplinary research showing that aesthetic responses—
including empathy, admiration, and perceptual pleasure—mediate consumers’ attitudes toward brand identity and behavioral
intention, positioning aesthetics as an essential dimension of persuasive communication (Lajante et al., 2020; Landwehr et al.,

2020; Mayer et al., 2018). Within this conceptual landscape, the decade culminated in a second transformation: the rise of
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experiential aesthetics, whereby advertising moved from representing reality to constructing immersive, emotionally charged
experiences, mediated increasingly by digital, interactive, and algorithmic technologies.

This study adopts a qualitative, descriptive—analytical methodology aimed at tracing the evolution of aesthetic language in
global commercial advertising across the 2010-2020 period. A purposive corpus of 30 international advertisements produced
by leading brands—such as Apple, Nike, Coca-Cola, Dove, Airbnb and others—was selected based on their cultural visibility,
multimodal richness, and documented impact on global advertising discourse. The analysis was conducted using the
multimodal discourse analytic framework of representational, interactional, and compositional metafunctions, allowing for
systematic examination of the visual, textual, auditory, narrative, and interactive elements contributing to aesthetic
transformation. Data gathered from advertisements in television, digital platforms, and social media environments were coded
for semiotic markers of realism, authenticity, emotion, participation, sensory engagement, and user-generated content
dynamics. The temporal division of the decade into two periods (2010-2015 realism-based representation and 2016-2020
experiential immersion) provided a comparative axis for examining aesthetic changes. The analytical process focused on key
themes, including shifts in narrative structures, multimodal orchestration, emotional tone, visual symbolism, user interactivity,
and digital affordances. As a qualitative inquiry, the methodology emphasized interpretive depth rather than quantification,
aiming to uncover aesthetic patterns that reveal how advertising strategies responded to broader sociotechnical transformations.

Analysis of the 2010-2015 corpus revealed a strong emphasis on realism, visual simplicity, and authenticity-driven
communication. Advertisements of this period frequently utilized natural lighting, handheld or minimally stylized camera work,
and documentary-inspired narrative formats. Human-centered storytelling replaced product-centered exposition, with
narratives focusing on themes of everyday life, family bonds, community solidarity, self-acceptance, and shared emotional
experience. Brands responded to consumers’ growing demand for sincerity by abandoning hyper-stylized visuals in favor of
unedited faces, diverse bodies, and ordinary environments. Multimodal analysis showed that representational choices aimed to
position the viewer as a close participant in the depicted reality: direct gaze, intimate framing, and warm color palettes helped
reduce social distance and reinforce the impression of interpersonal connection. Interactive elements remained minimal in this
period, as the aesthetic objective was to “mirror” reality rather than reconfigure it. Overall, the findings indicate that realism
during this phase served as an ethical and emotional foundation upon which later experiential aesthetics would be constructed,
offering a transitional space where emotional resonance coexisted with representational fidelity.

The second half of the decade demonstrated a marked shift from realism to experiential immersion. With the rapid expansion
of social media platforms, mobile-based content creation, algorithmic personalization, augmented reality, and virtual reality,
the nature of advertising shifted away from depicting life to orchestrating emotionally charged experiences. Advertisements
increasingly relied on sensory stimulation—dynamic motion, evocative sound design, rapid montage, interactive visuals, and
affect-laden color schemes—to create a sense of emotional presence. Rather than presenting the product as an object with
measurable attributes, brands began to offer the product as an entry point into a lifestyle, emotion, or social cause. Campaigns
emphasized empowerment, social justice narratives, creativity, adventure, and personal transformation. User-generated content
became a major component of experiential branding, with audiences invited to document their personal experiences and
contribute to the evolving meaning of the brand. The multimodal fabric of these advertisements blended cinematic storytelling,
participatory cues, and digital interaction, establishing a new aesthetic paradigm in which meaning was co-created through

emotional and sensory engagement rather than passive observation.
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The comparative findings highlight a conceptual transformation in advertising aesthetics, corresponding with broader
cultural and technological developments. In the early 2010s, authenticity functioned as the primary aesthetic value, reinforced
by semiotic markers of reality and sincerity (Babayeva, 2025; Beverland, 2005). This stage reflected a cultural desire for
human-centered, honest communication following widespread criticism of manipulative imagery and hyper-commercialized
branding. However, as digital platforms matured, the communicative logic of advertising shifted toward experientiality,
aligning with multimodal theories that position meaning as a product of intersemiotic interaction rather than isolated
representational elements (Al-Subhi, 2022; Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996). Emotional and sensory engagement emerged as central
mechanisms for shaping consumer attitudes, consistent with empirical findings that aesthetic emotions act as mediators between
visual design and behavioral responses (Lajante et al., 2020; Landwehr et al., 2020; Mayer et al., 2018). Furthermore, the
increasing use of metaphoric and affective symbolism in experiential campaigns reflects semiotic principles in which signs no
longer function as direct reflections of reality but as culturally embedded triggers for emotional interpretation (Dijk, 2014; Pour-
Ebrahimi, 2014). This transition also corresponds with interdisciplinary studies showing that multimodal orchestration in
contemporary communication involves the simultaneous activation of visual, textual, auditory, and interactive cues,
transforming the viewer from a passive observer into an experiential participant (Ha, 2024; Udris-Borodavko et al., 2023).
Collectively, these shifts illustrate a deep restructuring of advertising discourse from representational realism toward
experiential, affective, and immersive aesthetics.

Overall, the decade from 2010 to 2020 marks one of the most consequential periods in the evolution of advertising aesthetics,
outlining a clear progression from authenticity-based representation to multisensory experientiality. Whereas early-decade
campaigns relied on documentary realism to restore trust and emotional closeness, late-decade advertising privileged immersive
experiences, interactive participation, and affective symbolism as the primary pathways for meaning-making. This movement
reflects broader sociotechnical transformations driven by mobile media, algorithmic communication, and user-generated
content ecosystems, which collectively reshaped the relationship between brands and consumers. Experiential aesthetics
redefined the purpose of advertising: rather than communicating information or depicting reality, advertisements now function
as curated emotional environments, forging deeper psychological and social connections. The findings underscore the
importance of understanding advertising not merely as a representational medium but as a dynamic experiential system in

which meaning arises through participation, sensory engagement, and the co-construction of brand narratives.
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