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Abstract 
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Television Advertainment in the 1950s and Present 

 

Carolina Hernandez, M.A. 
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Supervisor:  Michael Kackman 

 

Abstract: With the rise in product placement and integration on television in recent years, 

much of the popular press has discussed it as being a new phenomenon, one that has 

come about as a result of shifts in how audiences view television. As audiences change 

their viewing practices due to modern technologies such as DVRs and online streaming, 

product placement has increased in the industry’s attempts at still reaching audiences 

with commercial messages. This thesis seeks to prove that instead of the common current 

assumption that this increase in product placement on television this surge in blurring the 

line between advertising and entertainment is actually part of a long history of doing so in 

American commercial television. Historically, it was very common in the 1950s to have 

fictional television characters promoting products or to have the product featured as part of 

the story line in an episode. In fact, I believe the instances are common enough to establish 

generic expectations from audiences and industry alike. By understanding product placement 

and other forms of television advertising as part of a genre, it allows for shows like 30 Rock 

to employ parodic techniques that make their instances of product integration obvious to their 
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viewers. Both the history of advertainment and its generic conventions create a base for 

current shows to riff off of, thus allowing them to combine entertainment and advertising to 

please the networks, but acknowledging to their viewers what they are doing and parodying it 

so as not to alienate them. 
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 1 

 In recent years, there has been an increase in the occurrences of product 

placement and product integration in television shows. Product placement is the 

advertising practice of placing a product or brand into a film or program either visually or 

aurally, whereas product integration involves incorporating a product or brand into the 

narrative. Much of the scholarly attention directed towards this phenomenon has focused 

on how these practices have altered current television shows to make them more 

commercial. The popular press has also written about how this comes as a result of 

technological advances, such as the Internet and DVR, which change the way audiences 

watch television, thus forcing networks and producers to incorporate the sponsor's 

message in different ways. However, American television always has been a largely 

commercial medium. The idea that much about product placement is new ignores the fact 

that television has a rich history in blurring the line between television advertising and 

the television programs they support. As early as the 1950s, there was a great use of 

produce placement and other forms of sponsorship in a wide variety of programs, from 

game shows to situation comedies. While some of these practices laid low for a while 

after the quiz show scandals at the end of the decade, there has been a slow resurgence 

since the 1990s, influenced by a number of factors. Still, no one has yet explored the 

relationship between the television programming and advertising, how they influence 

each other and often work together to create a mixed space of fiction and commercial 

appeal. What is the extent then of the relationship between the two? How do they work 

together to create advertainment? 
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Introduction 

 While various scholars have researched product placement, the majority of that 

work has focused on audience reception, both in terms of the audience's enjoyment of it 

and its effects on the viewers. There is also some historical work on integrated 

advertising on television, but it is mostly in the context of the general 1950s post-war 

consumer culture, such as in Lawrence R. Samuel's Brought to You By. I am interested in 

fleshing out this history of advertainment, which is the murky middle ground between 

advertising and entertainment on television.1 I believe the use of this term is important 

since it emphasizes the dual purpose of product placement, product integration, and 

commercial bumpers in television. Thus, I will focus not only on product placement of 

the 1950s, but other forms of television programs merging with advertising as well in 

various periods of television history. Specifically, I wish to create a base history to use in 

analyzing the state of advertainment today, with particular focus on the show 30 Rock 

(2006- ) and its special relationship with sponsorship. 

 To perform this analysis, I have structured the chapters in this thesis in a way that 

will first establish a cultural understanding of television advertising as a genre, then use 

that as a basis for examining advertainment in a historical context with the ultimate goal 

of using 30 Rock as a case study for the current state of television advertising. The first 

chapter examines television advertising as a televisual genre, one with its own 

conventions that people have come to expect. The second chapter takes a close look at 

                                                 
1 I decided to use the term advertainment early on, but have since come across it in various books 

and articles, the earliest instance of which I found in Lawrence R. Samuel's Brought to You By: Postwar 

Television Advertising and the American Dream. 
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early instances of advertainment in television, from its origins in radio up until the quiz 

show scandals of the late 1950s. The final chapter focuses on 30 Rock, discussing the 

often parodic methods the show uses to acknowledge its self-awareness in sponsorship 

and in television advertising in general. 

 As mentioned above, much of the scholarly work written on the convergence 

between television programs and advertising has focused on the use of product placement 

and integration in television narratives. More specifically, a lot of that research has come 

out of the advertising studies field and generally examines how audiences perceive 

product placement, both in terms of how they receive the intended message and also 

whether or not they like it. Ian Brennan and Laurie Babin studied the effects of audible 

cues referring to a brand on how well viewers recognized the brand in their article “Brand 

Placement Recognition.” They found that a combination of audio and visual references to 

a brand created a higher rate of brand recognition than just simple visual references 

(198). Meanwhile, in “Viewer's Evaluations of Product Placements in Movies,” Siva 

Balsubramanian, Pola Gupta, and Michael Klassen focused their study on people's 

opinions of product placement in film and the policy surrounding it. Splitting their 

interviewees into groups of those who like ads and those who do not, they found that both 

groups actually approve of product placement (more so the former) as they found it added 

realism to movies (49). In “Consumer Reactions to Product Placement Strategies in 

Television Sponsorship,” Alain d'Astous and Nathalie Séguin categorized their findings 

in reaction to the varying degrees of product placement, showing that viewers were more 

likely to have a negative reaction the more obtrusive an instance of product placement 
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(905). There is more research in this vein of audience reception (Edwards and La Ferle; 

Gould and Gupta; Gross, Javalgi, Lampman, and Traylor; Guo and Sheehan; Russell; 

Russel and Stern). The abundance of this type of product placement research speaks to 

the importance of this subject, both to advertisers who want to ensure the effectiveness of 

the methods they employ and to the consumers who must watch this form of television 

advertising during their favorite shows. However, it fails to consider how the historical 

context for this form of advertising and its possible generic conventions might influence 

the reception of product placement and integration, or even how it could account for 

different types of this form of advertising. 

 A few scholars have written historical work on product placement and integration 

in television, focusing on the 1950s period of television sponsorship. In The Sponsor, 

Erik Barnouw traces the history of the role of the sponsor in programming, from radio to 

the early days of television and through the change from single-sponsor shows to a 

“magazine concept” (47). While Barnouw does briefly discuss products integrated into 

television programs, he is largely more interested in the influencing power of the sponsor 

on programming, from casting to censorship. Lawrence R. Samuel does give more 

attention to historical instances of product placement in television in his book Brought to 

You By. He discusses various examples of advertainment in the 1950s, from self-aware 

product integration in The Jack Benny Program to product placement in big special 

events, and how sponsors used them as a way to keep viewers from missing commercials 

(103). Even some of this work, though, examines this more in the historical context of the 

postwar consumer era and not in the sense of industry practices and how they affected the 
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texts that were merging with commercials at the time. Samuel's focus is more on the 

advertising than on the entertainment side of it. Kathleen J. Turner's rise-and-fall history 

of product placement is the only historical account that strictly focuses on this form of 

advertainment. By Turner's own account, though, it is only a “historical sketch... rather 

than a fully developed portrait” (10). While she does briefly cover the historical basics of 

the form in its early years in radio and television, more needs to be said about how 

product placement was employed, not to mention other forms of advertainment. 

 In fact, most scholars doing historical work on product placement have paid more 

attention to this practice in film than in television. A lot of this work follows the rise of 

product placement from the early days of film to the present, but some of it also looks at 

examples in specific films. In Product Placement in Hollywood Films: a History, Kerry 

Segrave creates a lineage of product placement in film, starting with its predecessors in 

early cinema up until more recent examples such as Wayne's World (1992). Meanwhile, 

Ted Friedman focuses specifically on the film Cast Away (2000) and the implications of 

featuring paid product placement in the film in his article “Cast Away and the 

Contradictions of Product Placement.” While much of this research looks at the negative 

effects, David Natharius takes a different spin and makes the argument for the use of 

product placement as it “reinforces my suspension of disbelief” (216). 

 Some very brief historical work has been done on the practice in radio. Michele 

Hilmes's book Radio Voices: American Broadcasting, 1922-1952 is a history of radio that 

looks at its various forms and how it was constructed not simply by corporations, but by 

the people listening to it as well (xvii). Hilmes does mention a few times how specific 
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shows incorporated advertising into their shows and in general how sponsors affected 

programming. However, she does not go into the lasting impact of this form of broadcast 

advertising and how it continued in television. 

 Other kinds of commercial entertainment convergence that are not product 

placement or integration receive even less attention. Academics have written very little 

about what can be called advertainment. Non-product placement advertainment includes 

commercial bumpers and ads that feature actors as their characters from their respective 

shows. Again, only the 1950s version of these commercials have been examined in a 

historical context and only barely so. Samuel does so briefly in Brought to You By, but 

does not draw any conclusions or speculate what the use of this form of advertainment 

would have meant. Again, he mostly discusses it in the context of consumer culture. No 

one has yet discussed present day commercials and bumpers featuring television 

characters. There has been some popular press coverage of recent occurrences, but 

scholars have not yet written much. Emily Nussbaum wrote an extensive article in New 

York magazine on some forms of advertainment as seen in the show 30 Rock in which she 

briefly discusses the ramifications of the show using commercial bumpers, which she 

feels can lead to confusion as to what is actually part of the text. The little bit of scholarly 

work that focuses on present day advertainment does so in the context of reality 

television. In “Reality TV as Advertainment,” June Deery writes about various forms of 

advertainment in reality television, with the conclusion that “the [reality] content became 

increasingly subordinate to the entertainment's promotional function” (18). 
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 Similar to this type of advertainment are commercials which may not feature 

characters from a particular television show, but which are definitely created in such a 

way as to mimic the feel of the show during which they are airing. Because it is a  more 

recent phenomenon in television, exemplified by the Unilever brand commercials 

featuring products like Dove and Klondike during Mad Men's (2007- ) fourth season, it 

has yet to be examined outside of a popular discourse (Elliot). However, this form of 

advertising is already common in magazines and is the subject of some scholarly work. 

Jean-Marc Lehu briefly examines this in his book on product placement, discussing the 

way in which ads in magazines will sometimes disguise themselves and attempt to appear 

as another article or editorial (199). 

 Parodic product placement is also not new to television, though it has only 

recently reemerged in the television landscape. 30 Rock is well known for using this 

advertising method quite a bit, but a few other shows such as Arrested Development 

(2003-2006) and The Comeback (2005) have used it as well. Thus, there has not been 

much of a chance for scholars to research recent examples. However, instances of this 

kind of advertising have occurred as far back as The Jack Benny Program (1950-1965), 

so some historical work has been written on individual shows. Both Samuel and Lehu 

talk specifically about The Jack Benny Program, but mention other early television 

shows as well, such as The Burns and Allen Show (1950-1958). My intent is to show a 

clearer connection between the few instances of parodic product integration in television. 

This phenomenon has also cropped up in film, starting with late 1980s' and early 1990s' 

films such as Return of the Killer Tomatoes (1988) and Wayne's World, which Segrave 
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looks at in her book and Lehu to a lesser extent. However, nothing has been written on 

possible connections between appearances of this form in film and television. 

 While perhaps not much has been written about parodic television advertising, 

there is some work on parody in television in general. Scholarship has focused on the 

parodic or self-aware aspects of specific shows, while other works have focused on these 

traits as they are used in television in general. Jason Mittell has a chapter in his book 

devoted to parody in The Simpsons (1989- ) and Soap (1978-1981), particularly in 

relation to genre mixing. He argues that, in this case, parody highlights the characteristics 

of specific genres instead of destroying them through mocking (193). Meanwhile, self-

awareness, which often works in tandem with parody on television, is also the subject of 

some scholarly work. Hilmes writes about “direct address,” though not specifically 

referring to it in conjunction with parody (“Television Apparatus” 22). Philip J. Auter 

and Donald M. Davis write in a similar vein as Hilmes, focusing on various instances of 

television shows “breaking the fourth wall,” but specifically in comedic moments (165). 

Scott Robert Olson looks at this and other techniques of showing self-awareness, but does 

so in arguing this is within a postmodern context (“Meta-Television”). Unfortunately, no 

one has yet examined the use of these various techniques in advertainment or even 

television advertising in general. Still, these analyses of parody and self-awareness in 

television in general can also apply to specific instances of product integration and other 

forms of advertainment to show how they work as a part of a television genre. 

  A large part of the theory used here is genre theory, mainly for supporting my 

argument for television advertising as its own televisual genre. Specifically, I have used 
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Mittell's idea of genre theory as applied to television in his book Genre and Television. 

Unlike film and literature genre theory, which generally constructs genres based around 

narrative elements, Mittell believes that television genres should be considered “a cultural 

category, constituted by the generic discourses that posit definitions, interpretations, and 

evaluations” (19). The idea of commercials as a genre with its own generic conventions is 

central to the first chapter where I seek to establish how various discourses understand 

television advertising as a televisual genre. This then becomes part of my argument for 

30 Rock as a culmination of advertainment practices and how its creators use generic 

understanding as a way to incorporate and mock advertainment in their show. 

 Parody theory also comes into play here. In particular, I use Dan Harries's notions 

of parody as applied to film. Even though he does not use parody theory to analyze 

television programs, it is still useful here for analyzing the discourses surrounding 

television advertising. Part of these discourses includes parodies of commercials that 

mock the conventions of the genre. Parody theory is also essential to analyzing 30 Rock's 

relationship with advertising since it often employs parodic methods to make the 

relationships with sponsors more obvious. 

 Considering the gaps in research, I believe it is necessary to expand the 

understanding of televisual advertainment. To do so, I have begun by selecting specific 

examples of advertainment and other forms of television advertising to analyze the 

parodic elements that help establish it as a televisual genre. I also examine how the 

discourses from the television industry, advertisers, and audiences define television 

advertising and the ways through which they establish an understanding of it as a genre. 
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As Mittell says, “we should look at the meanings people make in their interactions with 

media genres to understand the genre's meanings,” which means that to understand a 

genre, we must look beyond the text and examine the discourse around it as well, since 

no genre is inherently textual (5). 

 I have also selected the television programs that will serve as examples of 

advertainment from 1950s television. Each show selected  features at least one form of 

advertainment, be it product placement, product integration, or commercial bumper. I 

have selected shows that were popular at the time, but also shows that are not as well-

known. I have also made sure that the variety of shows selected covers the various 

formats present in television at the time, such as the situation comedy, the quiz show, the 

variety hour, and so on. This is to assure a wide range of programs covered in the history 

and to point to the prevalence of advertainment throughout all commercial segments of 

television at the time, not just in specific formats or popular shows. 

 The first chapter of this thesis then is my case for television advertising as a 

genre. As mentioned before, I not only examine the text of commercials, but I also 

incorporate the discourses surrounding them to establish how they are understood as part 

of a genre. The point of this is to show how even though television advertising is rarely 

referred to as a genre, it is still talked about in similar terms and works with the same 

understanding that other television genres normally do. This genre discourse analysis 

forms the basis for the subsequent chapters. By thinking of advertainment and other 

television advertising in generic terms, it makes it possible to analyze several examples of 

advertainment through the lens of parody, meta-genre, and genre mixing. 
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 After establishing how television advertising works as a genre, I then flesh out the 

history of advertainment in 1950s television. I have limited this history to the 1950s 

because that was the period during which various forms of advertainment became more 

widely used in television and many popular radio programs finalized their move to 

television. However, by the end of the decade, the quiz show scandals caused a general 

distrust of single-sponsored shows, which resulted in sponsors ceding production and 

programming control to the networks (Boddy 233-234). The purpose of this history is to 

create a clearer lineage between past forms of advertainment and sponsorship as seen in 

the early years of television and the current rise in televisual advertainment. By creating 

this historical background, it also makes it easier to compare and contrast product 

placement of the sponsor era in the 1950s to the ever-increasing amounts of product 

placement popping up on television now. 

 The final chapter analyzes the various types of advertainment featured on the 

show 30 Rock throughout its run, focusing on the specific instances most talked about in 

the popular press. In the case of product integration on the show, I examine both how 

these instances structurally constructed themselves as product integration and also how 

they make it obvious to the viewer that these instances are sponsored. I also take a look at 

the other forms of advertainment in which 30 Rock engages, such as commercials 

featuring one of its characters and commercial bumpers that direct its viewers to a 

sponsor's website. I selected 30 Rock to focus on because of its extensive relationship 

with sponsorship, practically making it a culmination of the advertainment practices 

described. 
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 Ultimately, I seek to prove that instead of the common current assumption 

that this increase in product placement on television is a new phenomenon, this surge in 

blurring the line between advertising and entertainment is actually part of a long history 

of doing so in American commercial television. Historically, I show how it was very 

common in the 1950s to have fictional television characters promoting products or to 

have the product featured as part of the storyline in an episode. In fact, I believe the 

instances are common enough to establish generic expectations from audiences and 

industry alike. Thus, the steep rise in product placement in recent years is not surprising 

considering its history on television and concurrently on film. I also want to show how by 

understanding product placement and other forms of television advertising as part of a 

genre, it allows for shows like 30 Rock to employ techniques that make their instances of 

product integration obvious to their viewers. Both the history of advertainment and its 

generic conventions create a base for current shows to riff off of, thus allowing them to 

combine entertainment and advertising to please the networks, but acknowledging to their 

viewers what they are doing and parodying it so as not to alienate them. 
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Chapter 1: Television Advertising as a Genre 

 Scholars rarely study television advertising from a humanities standpoint, which 

means it can be hard to find any sort of textual or discourse analysis of television 

commercials.2 It is even rarer for someone to examine television commercials explicitly 

as a form of televisual genre. However, as Martin Esslin says, if one were to do so, “it 

would be among the most ubiquitous and the most influential of its forms and hence 

deserve[s] the attention of the serious critics and theoreticians of that art” (96). Thus, 

while much emphasis has been placed on social science research that studies the effects 

of television advertising on its audience, I believe it is just as important to analyze the 

text of a commercial itself and what meanings it is conveying. This is my main reason for 

wanting to examine television advertising in its various forms and to argue for its place as 

a televisual genre that has had a life of multiple decades. However, what exactly makes it 

a genre and how do we analyze it as such? 

 While there might be a large gap in research on television advertising as a genre, 

there is certainly no shortage of work written on other aspects of commercials, product 

placement, and other forms of small screen advertising. As established in my 

introduction, much of this research comes from advertising and marketing scholars since 

they need to measure the effectiveness and general reception of various methods in 

television advertising. Another approach to studying television advertising is content 

analysis of commercials, such as gender stereotypes and level of information. Regarding 

                                                 
2 One instance of this is Barbara B. Stern's “Textual Analysis in Advertising Research: Construction 

and Deconstruction of Meanings.” 
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the latter, Alan Resnik and Bruce L. Stern studied the amount of informational cues 

included in television commercials that would allow viewers to make informed buying 

decisions, concluding that often not enough information is provided (52). Still, while 

these studies and many more like them can be useful to those researching in advertising 

and marketing-related fields, it is not as helpful to those interested in the cultural role of 

television advertising, such as scholars in media studies. 

 While not much has been written on television advertising specifically as a genre, 

quite a bit has been written on television genres in general. One collection of essays on 

television genres, titled Thinking Outside the Box, examines the evolving nature of 

contemporary genres. However, it does not mention television commercials or other 

forms of advertising and their potential as a televisual genre. Another collection called 

The Television Genre Book does make a brief mention of television commercials as a 

genre. The book is split into sections devoted to various genres, and advertising makes up 

one of the small sub-sections in which the author claims that “commercials are in fact the 

first televisual genre that children identify” (Creeber 178). Still, there is no mention of 

other forms of television advertising, which leaves plenty of room for research. 

 That television advertising is rarely explicitly called a genre makes it no less of a 

“cultural category,” as Jason Mittell refers to television genres specifically (19). While he 

also does not examine television advertising in his book Genre and Television, his views 

on genre do prove useful as a way conceptualize commercials and other advertising as a 

televisual genre. After all, various discourses surrounding television advertising often 

discuss it with the same terms they would use to describe a genre. As I described in my 
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introduction, Mittell argues that television genres are established not simply through their 

narratives but through discourses surrounding them that seek to define, interpret, and 

evaluate the texts involved (19). Thus in my argument that television advertising is 

viewed as a genre with its own sub-genres such as product placement, I will not only 

examine specific instances of advertising, but I will also look at the various discourses 

that position commercials, product placement, and commercial bumpers within the larger 

genre of television advertising. 

 Much of the theory used in this chapter focuses on genre theory. In particular, I 

largely use Mittell's notion of genre. According to Mittell, television genres differ largely 

from film genres in that they generally do not center around the notion that genre stems 

from narrative elements alone. For one thing, major television genres such as music 

videos and home shopping shows do not typically contain narratives. Instead, he believes 

that television genres are formed as “discursive practices,” meaning that the properties of 

a genre are established through the different discourses related to it (12). Thus, by 

looking at the way these different discourses, such as those coming from media industries 

or audiences, talk about television advertising, we can see whether or not people 

recognize it as a genre. 

 Beyond genre theory, I also use parody theory, particularly Dan Harries's notions 

of film parody. In Film Parody, Harries focuses on “the manner in which it refers to its 

own film history and how cinematic texts and spectatorship have functioned in creating a 

parodic canon” (4). Though he only looks at film in his book, Harries's concept of parody 

still proves applicable when talking about television. It is especially useful because of the 
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idea that parody not only mocks certain tropes and clichés, but it also reinforces them as 

part of a specific genre. Thus, having people in either the television or advertising 

industries create parodies of commercials or product placement shows what they believe 

are essential elements of television advertising as a genre, without ever having explicitly 

to refer to it as such. 

 In using these theories, I plan on examining the discourses that deal with 

television advertising, which includes the advertising industry, the television industry, 

and the television audience. Whether discussing regular commercials or product 

integration, these various groups often use generic interpretation and definition as a way 

to categorize these texts without ever needing explicitly to refer to them as a genre. Yet 

these texts have clearly become a part of a genre, one with many of its own sub-genres 

and generic expectations. We see these expectations at play in both production and 

reception of television advertising. 

 In the case of the advertising industry, many moments involve both the 

production of commercials and their dissemination that show how this particular industry 

views these texts as a televisual genre. I analyze these separate parts of the discourse. 

This includes both direct discussions of the form as seen in industry publications and 

advertising handbooks, as well as indirect commentary in the form of parodic 

commercials. I also take a look at the television industry, both from the creative and 

business sides. As with advertisers, this involves looking at commercial parodies, 

particularly those seen in television programs. Finally, I will look at how audiences 

position television advertising as a genre. Again, parodies play an important part in this, 
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in this case those viewers create and post online. Audiences also use online forums, such 

as Wikipedia, as a way to negotiate the generic terms of television advertising. After 

analyzing these various discourses, not only will there be a sense of how these producers 

and consumers of the advertising text discuss and interpret it, but it will also allow for a 

way to see how television advertising as a television genre is formed. As cultural 

categories, television genres are not inherent in the text, but instead, are born of these 

discursive practices. 

 To be clear, my goal here is not to establish what constitutes television advertising 

as a genre, but simply to show how the surrounding discourses have constructed it as one. 

If these discourses are not referring to these texts as a genre, however, then how can we 

know that they consider it one? It is possible because television genres are formed 

through discursive methods, generally turning into an informal agreement between those 

who are interacting with the genre that these texts have enough in common to be grouped 

together in a larger cultural category. Of course, there is more to it than just 

categorization. A genre must also be more than just a “fad.” It should last longer than just 

a short cycle, long enough that the genre and its elements become easily recognizable 

(King 119). In the case of television advertising, it has been around since the beginning 

of the medium, as a holdover genre from radio and even film. 

 As the main creators of most television advertising, it is important to see how 

advertisers understand commercials, commercial bumpers, and product placement and 

integration as part of a television genre. One major part of this discourse is advertising 

handbooks and textbooks that offer advice and show how to create effective television 
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commercials. Often, these books discuss both the necessary elements that make up a 

television commercial and the aesthetics that go along with it. An early such textbook is 

simply called Television Advertising, written by Clark M. Agnew and Neil O'Brien. Even 

though the book is from 1958, it already shows the type of conventions that commercials 

of the period followed, with many of them still in use today despite the evolving nature of 

television, advertising, and genres. In one chapter, it goes into depth regarding what 

should go into a commercial so that an audience effectively identifies it as an 

advertisement. Agnew and O'Brien go into detail regarding what constitutes a television 

commercial, and they  even discuss different “types” of commercials in such a way that 

presents them as sub-genres (116). They believe there are six types of television 

commercials: announcer or presenter, testimonial, demonstration, dramatized, 

documentary, and reminder. Through their description of these types of commercials, 

Agnew and O'Brien list the elements that make up these categories and that set up the 

expectations for a commercial. While these sub-genres have some of their own unique 

characteristics, they also have main elements in common that help make up the television 

advertising genre, the obvious one being that they are all selling a product or service of 

some sort through a commercial message. 

 Other television advertising handbooks from this period make similar comments 

regarding the characteristics of the television commercial. The similarly titled TV 

Advertising, written by Arthur Bellaire, examines the various forms of television 

sponsorship that existed by 1959. In the introduction, Bellaire mentions that he 

“purposely postponed any attempt at the 'how-to-do-it' approach until the medium had 
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matured to the point where basic principles could be set down as both timely and timeless 

fact” (xiii). This points to an expectation that television advertising can be identified by 

certain elements or principles. For Bellaire, this ends up including what he calls “the 

basic theme line,” which has the purpose of convincing the consuming viewer to buy the 

advertised product or service (67). He also claims that most commercials feature an 

actual shot of the product or service that they are trying to sell, usually showing someone 

using the product or service (87). Thus Bellaire ends up expanding on notions of a 

television advertising genre by establishing the expectations that come with commercials 

and listing some of their characteristics. 

 It is important to emphasize that these professional advertising handbooks from 

the 1950s did not claim commercials and other forms of advertising were part of a 

televisual genre, partially because some of the principles applied to radio and print 

advertising as well. However, it is not necessary for the writers of these handbooks to use 

genre-specific terminology to see how television advertising operates as a genre, since 

television genres are created not by simply labeling them, but instead through public 

discourse. The type of discourse present in these texts is what Mittell refers to as 

“definition” discourse (16). This type of discourse aims to define a category, in this case 

television advertising, by claiming what its essential elements are so that it is easier to 

create and identify. Thus, these handbooks present how the advertising industry at the 

time viewed commercials and other forms of television sponsorship as being its own 

genre. That they list some of the basic elements of the genre further emphasizes this 

view. 
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 Advertisers are not the only ones constructing television advertising as a genre 

through discourse. The television industry consists of the creative side that produces the 

programming and the executives that run the industry, those who decide what shows 

make it on the air and where they appear on the schedule. These two sides can often be at 

odds with each other, with the executives generally more concerned with making a profit 

and the creative personnel generally more interested in making entertainment. While not 

all contemporary showrunners feel this way, many are becoming uncomfortable with the 

ever-increasing amount of products and brands network executives are making them 

include in their shows (Nussbaum). However, this does not mean the two sides disagree 

in regards to everything, and in fact, they often have similar notions of what constitutes 

the various television genres. In the case of television advertising, though they may not 

always agree in its use, television executives and creative people seem to agree about 

what qualifies as a commercial. In the same way that producers and writers may not 

explicitly refer to television advertising as a genre, television executives do not either, yet 

this does not mean they do not think of it in generic terms. As those with the control over 

scheduling and structure of television, these executives promote their view of television 

advertising as a genre through the way they treat it and position it within the television 

landscape. 

 As the most prominent form of television advertising, regular commercials can 

often be the most recognizable form of text from this genre. This is due largely to the fact 

that commercials typically have their own separate slot in a television schedule generally 

referred to as the commercial break, keeping them mostly distinct from other forms of 
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programming. This has been a naturalized part of television since its inception. As 

Raymond Williams notes in his book Television, advertising in television is not an 

interruption, but a part of the “planned flow... this sequence transformed by the inclusion 

of another kind of sequence, so that these sequences together compose the real flow” 

(90). It is an expected part of the television schedule. Thus when television executives 

schedule in commercial breaks, they acknowledge that any text they include during these 

breaks is part of the television advertising genre.3 Scheduling then becomes one of the 

conventions of the genre. Television programs are typically created with these breaks in 

mind, often putting mini-cliffhangers right before going to a break, such as when reality 

competition shows cut to commercials before revealing the winner or soap operas end a 

scene without revealing the full impact of a narrative revelation. 

 However, it is not only the producers of television advertising texts that view it in 

generic terms, but also the receivers, or the audience. As the specific target for 

advertising, television viewers also play an important role in the generic discourse of 

television advertising. Their construction of the genre can sometimes play out in subtle 

ways, such as their viewing habits, but it can also be similar to methods used by both 

advertising and television industries. Television viewers engage in their own forms of 

generic discussion regarding television advertising. Unlike insiders in either the 

advertising or the television industries who have access to their own publications, though, 

audiences do not have their own professionally published venue to write about their 

                                                 
3 The exception to this is emergency interruptions such as storm alerts or Presidential addresses, 

which are not part of the planned flow and thus not indicative of television executives' view of commercial 

breaks. 
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thoughts on advertising. However, they do have plenty of spaces on the Internet to work 

out their ideas regarding television commercials. One place in particular that proves 

popular for discussing what constitutes television advertising is Wikipedia. Even though 

it is technically an encyclopedia, it also functions as a kind of online forum because of 

how it allows people to make changes to entries and provides them a discussion page that 

allows them to debate what should or should not be included in a particular entry. 

Wikipedia users use this space on pages like “Television Advertising,” “Commercial 

Bumper,” and “Product Placement” to decide what fits in these categories. By discussing 

and putting forth the characteristics and conventions of various kinds of television 

advertising, they establish an understanding of television advertising as a genre without 

using the genre label. As users add and delete examples of commercials, product 

placement, and other television advertising to the respective pages, these wiki editors 

negotiate the terms of the genre. This is another example of what Mittell refers to as 

definition, or discourse that seeks to define the parameters of a genre. Thus this discourse 

manages to establish television advertising in its many iterations as a genre through these 

discussions. 

 Television viewers express similar sentiments online on other websites, some of 

which have forums more conducive to online discussions. One popular website for 

television viewers in particular is Television Without Pity (TWoP). What started as a 

website for snarky recaps of television episodes turned into a venue for television fans to 

come together and talk about their favorite programs. However, the TWoP forum 

members often turn to other television-related topics, including advertising. In one 
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discussion thread, some of the members discuss what their favorite parody commercials 

are, though they refer to them as “fake-out commercials.” The list includes the very 

popular Sprite and Orkin commercials (see below), but it also includes other notables 

such as the long-standing series of Energizer Bunny commercials and Geico's Tiny 

House ad.4 In listing many parody commercials, the forum members indirectly 

acknowledge the generally agreed-upon traits of this television advertising sub-genre. 

 The final way in which audiences approach television advertising as a genre refers 

back to the television industry's scheduling practices and how it positions television 

commercials within a line-up. As with many other media texts, television commercials 

obtain their meaning not just through production, but also through reception. This means 

that despite what the industry's intentions with commercials might be, they will not 

succeed if viewers do not understand the text with those intentions in mind. Of course, it 

has always been the concern of the industry whether or not audiences were even watching 

the commercials in the first place, or whether they would use the break as a chance to 

grab a snack or go to the bathroom (Samuel 28). Now the main concern is whether or not 

viewers will just skip through a commercial break with DVR technology. Meanwhile, for 

viewers themselves, it is often important that they recognize commercial breaks so that 

they can properly skip through the ads and enjoy their favorite programs relatively 

uninterrupted. Succeeding in this action requires generic identification of commercials. 

This form of generic discourse is what Mittell refers to as “evaluation,” which means that 

                                                 
4 This commercial appeared to be an ad for a new reality show in which a newlywed couple had to 

live in an uncomfortably small house for a year, but revealed itself to be a Geico insurance commercial at 

the very end. 
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viewers are essentially comparing regular programming genres such as a situation 

comedy or a soap opera to what they consider an ad and deciding they prefer the former 

over the latter (16). This has lead to some tactics on the part of the advertising industry 

that involve genre mixing, which helps to affirm the traits of the genres used (157). For 

example, during new episodes of Mad Men last summer, AMC aired commercials for 

various Unilever products that mimicked the style of the show. Unilever essentially 

combined elements of the period drama genre with those of the advertising genre in an 

effort to trick viewers into thinking the show was back from a commercial break and stop 

fast-forwarding (Elliott). 

 Outside of the realm of explicit discourse, there are other ways in which these 

groups express their idea of television advertising. Specifically, parody advertising is one 

of the main methods used to work through notions of generic conventions. Advertisers 

sometimes make parody commercials, which seem to start off selling one thing and then 

switch to reveal their true product or service. I consider these different from what I call 

commercial parodies, fake commercials created by the television industry and sometimes 

seen in television programs, particularly situation comedies and sketch comedy shows. 

While fictional commercial parodies do not sell anything real, parody commercials 

produced by advertisers are still trying to send a message and sell a real world product. 

What makes them parodic is the way they humorously subvert our generic expectations 

of what should happen in a specific type of television commercial. I will further explain 

fictional commercial parodies below. The creation of these parody commercials works as 

an extension of the advertising discourse because they reinforce notions of what 



 25 

constitutes a television commercial. In this instance, parody is seen as a way of 

“recontextualizing a target or source text through the transformation of its textual (and 

contextual) elements, thus creating a new text,” one that does not work against the canon 

of the genre, but reinforces it, becoming part of it in the process (Harries 6). 

 The first example of parody television advertising I want to address is a series of 

Orkin commercials from the early 2000s. These were fake-out commercials. In one case, 

an ad starts out as a commercial for a (non-existent) fabric softener called Sierra. The 

commercial begins by following the typical characteristics of a fabric softener 

commercial.5 Then a cockroach appears as if it were walking across your television 

screen, while the fabric softener ad continues to play in the background. Finally, the 

Orkin Man appears to get rid of the pest and the commercial's true message is revealed 

(“Bug gone”). When it first aired, the ad convinced so many people that it was a real bug 

walking across the screen that many viewers tried to get rid of the roach, with one woman 

even throwing a motorcycle helmet at her screen (Allen). The rest of the ads in this series 

parodied other television commercials, including one with Gary Coleman promoting a 

new fake detective show. 

 The advertising agency J. Walter Thompson created this series of ads which aired 

between 2000 and 2002, typically premiering them on April Fool's Day (Griswold). By 

making these fake-out commercials that employed the conventions of various types of 

television ads, the advertising agency set up and then subverted the expectations of the 

                                                 
5 For comparison purposes, here is a real Downy fabric softener commercial from a few years 

before Orkin's parody: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mVq71A4rYAY 
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audience.  This shows how the agency views television advertising in generic terms, by 

acknowledging that a set of expectations comes along with different types of 

commercials. These expectations are formed over time as a result of negotiation between 

the producers and the consumers. Of course, just because one advertising agency 

acknowledges the generic characteristics of television commercials does not mean the 

entire advertising industry does. However, this is not the only example of a parody 

commercial. Other agencies have also taken similar approaches to parodying television 

advertising. 

 Another example is a Sprite commercial from the late 1990s. In this ad, a mother 

and her two children sit down at the kitchen table for breakfast. At first, the ad appears to 

promote a Sunny Delight orange drink called Sun Fizz, since it shows the mother serving 

the product to her kids. Then when the cartoon mascot on the Sun Fizz bottle jumps out 

and begins to talk, the commercial takes a different turn than one might initially expect. 

The family begins to scream and runaway in terror from the mascot as it chases after 

them. At the end, we find out that the commercial is actually promoting Sprite (“Sprite 

Commercial”). The commercial works as an effective parody of kids drink commercials 

because it uses misdirection to make fun of this type of ad, and it makes literal what 

someone's reaction might actually be if a cartoon mascot really did come to life (Harries 

62). Again, the agency's construction of this commercial as a parody of another television 

ad reinforces the notion of the commercial as a televisual genre by creating a set-up in 

which viewers are led to believe they are watching one kind of commercial, but are then 

shown the true focus of the ad at the end. 
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 This parodic approach by the television advertising industry is nothing new. There 

are instances of parody working as a commercial genre discourse early on in the history 

of television. Because of the television commercial's roots in radio, the conventions of 

television commercials took less time to become apparent to audiences and advertisers, 

allowing for the creation of parodies relatively early. In 1960, MPO Productions created a 

short in-house film that was only circulated within the agency. MPO Productions was an 

advertising firm that opened up in 1947 though they did not start producing television 

commercials until the mid-1950s (“MPO Productions”). The film they created was a 

commercial parody that made fun of the characteristics of commercials at that time. As 

mentioned above, commercial parodies differ from parody commercials in that they do 

not promote a real product. Instead, they exist to mock the generic conventions of the 

form or a specific commercial. In this particular case, the commercial parody is titled 

“Cliché Family.” It features a fictional family called the Clichés, and as hinted at by their 

name, they represent many of the clichés used in television advertising. There is the 

know-it-all father, the perfect housewife, and the adorable children, all of whom have 

their own established way of selling a product. Other family members appear as well, 

such as Dr. Cliché, who is always touting the medical benefits of some product or 

another. It is safe to say this short film did not show outside the agency. It is unlikely any 

regular television viewers would have seen it since it features brief nudity, risqué for 

television at that time. However, this commercial parody demonstrates a certain self-

awareness that we often assume does not exist in earlier film and television (King 131). It 

is important to note this to show how even in the early years of television, advertising 
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executives were aware of the television commercial “clichés” they had established 

through their work. Even though the concept of television advertising as a genre is never 

mentioned in this short film, there is no need to do so because the many generic 

conventions of commercials that are addressed make it clear how these advertisers view 

television ads as a genre. 

 The television industry itself also uses parody that displays generic understanding, 

sometimes using similar methods. Most notably are commercial parodies, such as those 

typically seen on sketch comedy shows like Saturday Night Live. Generally, these 

parodies appear largely on variety shows, situation comedies, and other comedic 

television programming. Some shows, such as 30 Rock, will even feature product 

placement parodies. I will go more into more detail on that in the third chapter on 30 

Rock's relationship with television advertising. For now, I will focus on a few notable 

examples of commercial parody that have come out of the television industry. 

 While it is true that most television advertising parodies come from comedic 

shows, it is still possible to find instances of it in other types of shows, even dramas. One 

fairly recent example of this comes from Six Feet Under (2001-2005). In the show's pilot 

episode, the writers included three commercial parodies, using them to advertise faux-

branded products for funeral homes. At first one of the ads, which starts off with a sexy 

panning shot of a semi-nude man lying down, appears to be selling some sort of body 

lotion, especially when the voice over says, “For skin that begs to be touched” (“Pilot”). 

Eventually it reveals itself to be selling an embalming fluid called Living Splendor. 

Harries refers to this form of parody as “misdirection” since it uses characteristics of one 
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type of commercial and then subverts the expectations of the audience by revealing the ad 

is for a funeral home product (62). The other two commercial parodies use similar tactics 

to initially mislead the viewer. These ads serve a narrative purpose, though, as they 

explain to the viewer unfamiliar with funeral home procedures what the purpose is of the 

products used on the show by the characters. Thus despite their comedic nature, these 

commercial parodies help the dramatic narrative move forward without requiring the 

characters to pause and explain their actions. 

 However, while it is true that this kind of commercial parody can be seen in 

various genres, the more celebrated and remembered parodies generally come from 

comedic programming. One of these notable parodies comes from The Simpsons. In a 

ninth season episode, the writers included an ad parody promoting the Canyonero, a 

massive S.U.V.-type of vehicle. By exaggerating many of the features of a typical S.U.V. 

commercial, this ad successfully mocks the excessive nature of this kind of vehicle. In the 

parody, the Canyonero drives through all kinds of rough terrain, sometimes with 

complete disregard to the environment or the passengers' safety, even bulldozing through 

a herd of deer in one scene. The Canyonero's size is also extreme, making it bigger than 

most cars since it takes up two lanes. This commercial parody even has its own song sung 

by Hank Williams, Jr. The song is supposed to tout all the great things a Canyonero can 

do but simply ends up making it look bad instead, such as when it mentions that the 

Canyonero can spontaneously burst into flames (“The Last Temptation of Krust”). 

Through this parody, the writers of The Simpsons make it clear what they consider to be 

essential parts of a car commercial and then exaggerate these elements to humorous 
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effect. Even though they never explicitly refer to television commercials as a genre, they 

do not need to since they make that much clear through the parody, and they do so by 

pointing out what the conventions of that genre are. This parody also helps reinforce the 

canon through this exaggeration, which “functions by targeting lexical, syntactic, and 

stylistic elements of the prototext and extending them beyond their conventionally 

expected limits” (Harries 83). 

 Another example comes from Saturday Night Live, which as mentioned above is 

known for its many commercial parodies.6 Of these parodies, one of the more memorable 

ones is “Oops, I Crapped My Pants.” This sketch sets out to parody a television 

commercial, specifically the kind aimed at addressing senior citizens and their problems. 

In the ad, an elderly woman is having problems controlling her bowel movements., so her 

husband suggests she try using Oops I Crapped My Pants brand of adult diapers. He 

demonstrates to her how much they hold and how well they protect against leaking by 

pouring a pitcher of iced tea into a diaper, and he lets her know he uses them as well. At 

the end, the couple is able to enjoy some quality time with their family now that they 

wear the diapers. Just like the commercial parody from The Simpsons, this one effectively 

uses exaggeration of elements in the target text to parody it. In particular, the older man's 

demonstration of the product works as an extreme and ridiculous version of the 

demonstrations often seen in these types of commercials. Thus the fake ad succeeds both 

in mocking the target commercial and in affirming its generic qualities. Because Saturday 

                                                 
6 NBC even released a compilation DVD featuring some of Saturday Night Live's most popular 

commercial parodies. 
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Night Live is a live-action show, though, it is able to take on the aesthetic qualities of its 

prototext, unlike The Simpsons. Instead of performing the ad as a live sketch, the creators 

pre-filmed the fake ad to give it the look of an actual commercial. This also 

acknowledges one of the formal qualities of primetime network television advertising 

polish. 

 Parody is also important to the active viewer's understanding of television 

advertising as a genre as it is with advertisers and industry personnel. Parody is essential 

to reinforcing the generic canon as it points out a genre's characteristics by using them to 

comedic effect. The creation of advertising parodies by television viewers largely differs 

from that of advertisers and television producers in distribution methods. Instead of 

actually appearing on television, the majority of audience-created ad parodies currently 

appear online on video streaming websites such as YouTube. These commercial parodies 

come in many forms, making fun of all types of television ads. Perhaps the sub-genre 

most commonly made fun of is the informercial or the direct-response television ad, in 

part because of the sub-genre's many recognizable and exaggerated characteristics such 

as loud pitchmen and doubled offers. One of the more notable infomercials in recent 

years is the ShamWow commercial, which has managed to spawn multiple parodies. In 

the original ad, a sort-of carefree pitchman named Vince talks about the amazing 

ShamWow, a super-absorbent towel. Even though the item is rather basic, Vince makes it 

seem like an amazing must-have (“ShamWow”). In one commercial parody of this ad 

created by the online sketch comedy group Magic Hugs, the actor playing the pitchman 

takes a similar nonchalant selling attitude that Vince does in the original ad while 
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showing how amazing a paper towel can be. As with many of the parodies mentioned 

above, this form of parody works by using exaggeration, as Harries calls it. It takes 

Vince's low-key selling method and a very simple product and makes them seem even 

more absurd by toning down the pitchman even further and turning the product into 

something more basic. 

 While television viewers often use exaggeration in direct-response television 

commercial parodies because of the sub-genre's already absurd nature, they sometimes 

use other methods as well. Another popular infomercial from recent years is the one for 

Snuggie, the blanket with sleeves that looks like a robe put on backwards. In the original 

commercial, viewers see various scenarios in which a Snuggie works better than using a 

regular blanket or a sweater (“The Snuggie Commercial”). Because of the oddity of the 

product and the difficulty with which the people in the commercial struggle with regular 

blankets, the ad became an easy target. A YouTube search of Snuggie parodies yields 

multiple results. The most popular Snuggie parody according to the number of views is 

called “The WTF Blanket.” Instead of making a completely new ad, this viewer has taken 

out the audio track from the original commercial and dubbed it with a new voice over. 

This new voice over mocks the people in the ad as they fumble with blankets and wear 

their new, cult-like Snuggies out in public. Unlike the ShamWow parody, which uses 

exaggeration to make fun of the original source text, this parody depends on the context 

to derive the humor. While there is a new sound track, the image track remains the same 

as in the original text. Thus instead of creating a completely new text, it evokes a parodic 

viewing from the context. As Harries points out, “even when a parodic text is not present, 
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a text can be determined a parody from a viewing context” (25). The viewer does not 

need intertextual knowledge in this case since the parodic text includes the target text as 

well. 

 Considering the amount of discourse surrounding television advertising that seeks 

to label its various forms and establish the conventions in which it works, it should come 

as no surprise that television advertising works as a televisual genre. This much is easily 

established through discourses of the advertising industry, the television industry, and the 

television audiences. After all, in the case of television, a genre is more than just the sum 

of its parts; it is also what the discourses surrounding it make of those parts. While most 

of those discourses do not seek to label television advertising explicitly as a genre, there 

is never a need for them to do so since the way they treat commercials, product 

placement, and other television advertising and how they discuss these forms helps 

establish the conventions and characteristics of this particular genre. The discourses also 

use methods such as parody to acknowledge the generally understood conventions of the 

genre, or they evaluate commercial texts in comparison to other genres, thus grouping 

them in a similar manner as other televisual genres. 

 Ultimately, it is important to understand how the various discourses surrounding 

television advertising construct it as a genre because it provides a new way of thinking 

about the role and cultural impact of advertising in television. It allows for a way to 

gather a fuller understanding of television advertising, particularly in relation to other 

televisual genres. Thus, this generic discourse analysis will serve as a way for me to 
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examine further both the historical and contemporary role of advertising in television as it 

blends in with various forms of television entertainment, turning into advertainment. 
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Chapter 2: Television Advertainment in the 1950s 

 As I previously mentioned, with the rise in product placement and integration on 

television in recent years, the popular press has discussed these practices in terms of 

being a new phenomenon, one that has come about as a result of shifts in how audiences 

view television.7 As audiences change their viewing practices due to new technologies 

such as DVR and online streaming, the industry is now trying more varied methods of 

reaching viewers with their commercial message. Even moments when characters break 

the fourth wall and acknowledge they have been paid to feature a product are treated as 

unique to the current televisual landscape. However, this is not as new as the popular 

press discourse surrounding it seems to think. Product placement, among other forms of 

advertising and programming content convergence, has a rich history going back to the 

early days of commercial television and even earlier to radio and film. However, in order 

to contextualize current product placement in its history and show how its rise is due to 

more than just modern technologies, it is necessary to show how commercials over time 

have worked in conjunction with various kinds of programs. 

 What exactly is the relationship between television programs and television 

advertising in the 1950s, specifically in the case of the sponsored programming of variety 

programs and quiz shows, as well as fictional program product placement? To examine 

this relationship, it is necessary to look at moments of advertainment in 1950s television 

                                                 
7 Plenty of advertising publications and media blogs have discussed present-day product placement in 

this context.  A few articles in this vein include: T.L. Stanley. “That's Advertainment!” Brandweek. E5 

Global Media, 28 Feb. 2010. Web. 30 Nov. 2010.; Mike Hanlon. “Product Placement: Stealth 

Advertising.” Gizmag.com. n.p., 5 Sept. 2005. Web. 30 Nov. 2010.; Nate Anderson. “Product Placement 

in the DVR era.” Ars Technica. Condé Nast Digital, 29 March 2006. Web. 30 Nov. 2010. 
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in its many forms, advertainment being the general merger between advertising and 

entertainment. In this chapter, I first take a look at a few examples of bumper 

commercials from the era, ads that air right before a commercial break and that almost 

seem to be a part of the show because they often feature characters promoting a product.  

Then I examine instances of product integration in the story lines of both early variety 

shows and other fictional programs of the time.  Finally, I look at the product placement 

of pre-scandal quiz shows.  I use these three forms of converging television shows and 

advertising to establish how these two televisual forms worked together during this 

period. 

 Many advertising scholars have conducted research on product placement in 

television, mostly on current audience reception of this form of advertainment. 
 
While 

this research that highlights understanding the audience's relationship with product 

placement shows how important this advertising form has become in the current media 

landscape, it ignores its importance in the early years of television. Of course, it would be 

hard now to do any sort of reception study of 1950s product placement given the lack of 

data. However, this does not account for the little academic work done on other aspects 

related to television advertainment in the 1950s. Of this work on integrated television 

advertising, some of it has been historical, but it has largely focused on product 

placement and mostly ignored other forms of advertainment, such as product integration 

and commercial bumpers. Lawrence R. Samuel and Kathleen J. Turner have done some 

brief historical work on product placement in television in the 1950s. Meanwhile, 

Vincent Brook looks at another form of advertainment, specifically commercial bumpers, 
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but does so in the small scope of The Goldbergs (1949-1956). He focuses on these 

bumpers in the context of how the show transformed from an ethnic comedy to a family 

melodrama (48-50).
 
What is uniformly lacking in these histories is a focus on the various 

forms of advertainment in their own context and in relation to one another. 

 While this research on product placement in the historical realm manages to cover 

some aspect of it, it still largely ignores the other forms of program and advertising 

convergence such as product integration and commercial bumpers. Thus, I am interested 

in fleshing out the history of advertainment in the 1950s, including product placement but 

also analyzing the integration of products into story lines and the use of bumper 

commercials to trick audiences. I want especially to focus on the relationship between 

advertising and entertainment in how they work together to blur further the line between 

the two and create a converged televisual area that takes on many forms. Ultimately, I 

believe that this blurring, which appears from the beginning in television, is indicative of 

a medium that often struggles between its dual role as entertainment and advertisement. I 

believe this dual role has influenced the current use of product placement just as much as 

any new technological advancements. 

 Positioned literally right in the middle of television programs and their 

commercial breaks, bumper ads are a way for plot-based programming to segue into 

commercials more seamlessly and vice versa.  During the early years of television, these 

bumpers became an attempt to convince viewers to stay put during the commercial break 

as advertisers often tried to trick viewers into thinking the bumpers were a part of the 

show's narrative.  Advertisers and producers copied this method from radio, television's 
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broadcasting predecessor, as it did with many other broadcasting formats.  Though it 

worked rather well with television's emphasis on both the audio and the visual, bumpers 

were neither unique nor new to television (Samuel 31). During this period, bumper 

commercials often featured characters from the show around which they were airing.  

The character would hawk the sponsor's product to the audience and speak of its benefits 

through the experience of the character and not the actor doing the advertisement. 

Though sometimes related to a product featured within the episode, these bumper ads 

were never a direct extension of the storylines, nor were they strictly commercials since 

they did exist in the fictional world of the show. 

 Rather notable examples of these bumper ads are the ones featured on I Love Lucy 

(1951-1957) during the 1950s. From the premiere of the show in 1951, Philip Morris was 

the main sponsor for I Love Lucy. The company's advertisers found plenty of innovative 

ways not only to create ads surrounding the characters but to incorporate the ads into 

their own long-established campaign featuring Johnny Roventini, the bellboy, who would 

yell out “Call for Philip Morris!” Though Philip Morris had sole sponsorship of the show 

during most of its run, the network still decided to use the bumper format as a way to 

create a commercial break, and they continued to use it after splitting sponsorship duties 

with Proctor & Gamble in 1954 as a way to differentiate between the two sponsors 

(“Johnny Roventini”). 

 In one particular Philip Morris bumper that aired during I Love Lucy, Lucille Ball 

and Desi Arnaz, presumably as their characters Lucy and Ricky, appear smoking 

cigarettes. Ricky lights Lucy's, after which she heads to their wall safe to retrieve a full 
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carton of Philip Morris cigarettes. Ricky takes the carton and looks into the camera to tell 

the audience about the pleasures of smoking this specific brand of cigarettes and how 

they are so special that one might want to keep them in a safe to protect them. After 

Ricky's little speech, Lucy kisses him on the cheek and compliments his choice of words 

(“I Love Lucy and She Loves Cigarettes”). 

 What starts as an action that might be a part of the show's fictional narrative then 

turns into a commercial message for the show's sponsor. Even though the actors never 

call each other by their names in this action, the beginning of the bumper plays out like a 

scene from I Love Lucy, implying that the actors are selling the products as the 

characters, not as themselves. The ad begins this way to grab the attention of viewers 

who might want to leave the room during a commercial break but instead are sucked in to 

at least part of the ad on the presumption that this segment is part of the narrative. Then 

the bumper eases into the commercial message, letting the audience know that the 

program has entered into the sponsor-run portion of the show. In this instance, the 

entertainment form and the commercial message merge together in a way that initially 

tricks the viewer into thinking its an extension of the show but then makes it clear that 

despite the appearance of the show's characters, the bumper is actually a commercial 

(Samuel 103). 

 The Goldbergs is another show notable for its use of commercial bumpers as a 

way to combine both entertainment and advertising. One of the early ethnic comedies on 

television that originated in radio, The Goldbergs was about a Jewish family living in the 

Bronx and the struggles they faced as they tried to move up in the world. Gertrude Berg 
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created and starred in each of the show's incarnations. Through its various sponsors 

throughout the years, Berg as her character Molly Goldberg often framed each episode 

with these bumper ads, which allowed the show to make a connection between their 

storylines and the sponsor's message. The episodes would often start with a commercial 

bumper in which Molly would talk to the audience about the product from her kitchen 

window, and then she would leave the kitchen and go straight into the plot of the episode 

that week. At the end, she would return to the window, and thus the commercial, to tie 

things up for this particular episode (Brook 48). 

 One such instance of a bumper ad on The Goldbergs featured stainless steel 

kitchen utensils made by Ekco. As the bumper begins, brief opening credits let us know 

that Ecko is the sponsor for this episode. Then a window comes into view and Molly 

appears in the frame, where “she not only breaks the 'fourth wall' but appears to penetrate 

the plane of the TV screen as well,” meaning she seems to go beyond simply addressing 

the audience directly and appears to pop through the screen into the living room (Brook 

48). Immediately, she goes into a sales pitch about the benefit of using Ekco's 

housewares and how she would definitely purchase their products as gifts for anyone she 

knew. She steps out of the window frame and makes her way into the kitchen where she 

displays her own collection of Ecko's stainless steel products, and continues to tell the 

viewers about how easy they are to use and about the wonderful fifteen year guarantee 

that comes with them. As Berg finishes her commercial message, she then slips out of the 

commercial message and into the story of the episode by walking out of the kitchen (“The 

Goldbergs-1950s Live NBC TV Opening Segment”). 
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 This bumper commercial works in the opposite way that the I Love Lucy ad did. 

Instead of easing the viewers into a commercial break, this bumper eases the audience 

from a sponsor's message to the actual show. As the episode begins, the show makes it 

apparent that the bumper at the beginning is a commercial message by letting the viewer 

know that Ecko is presenting this episode. From the outset, one can then expect an ad to 

follow. Thus when Berg appears in the window, it comes as no surprise that she is selling 

a product. However, while at first it might seem as if she is doing the ad as herself, it 

becomes apparent by the end of the bumper that she is in fact performing as her character 

Molly. This becomes clear by the end when she finishes her commercial message and 

easily slips into that week's plot, needing no transition to allow her to become the 

character (Samuel 27). 

 Though often confused with regular product placement, product integration goes 

beyond simply featuring a product in the mise-en-scène of a show. As its name suggests, 

it integrates a sponsor's product into the plot of a show to give it more prominence and to 

allow the audience to have a better sense of the product. Thus, it is similar to commercial 

bumpers in the way it actively promotes the product to the viewer but differs in the way it 

is placed within the narrative itself. Just as with commercial bumpers, this form of 

television advertising has its origins in radio. In fact, many of the television shows that 

followed this practice had their start in radio years earlier, such as The Goldbergs. These 

programs, among many others, “laid the groundwork for advertisers' use of television to 

sell products under the guise of entertainment” (Samuel 5). 
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 The Jack Benny Program was well-known for integrating products into its plots, 

and the show's protagonists often even made reference to the fact that they were being 

paid to do so. Jack Benny's longtime sponsor was Lucky Strike cigarettes, and its product 

often came into play in some of the show's plots. The writers would even integrate the 

sponsor's message themselves as they wrote the scripts instead of trying to force the 

products into the story afterward. As the show gained more sponsors during its run, it 

worked hard to include them as well (Samuel 30). 

 In one episode of The Jack Benny Program from 1953, the cast constantly 

mentions the sponsor, making references to the need to talk about the sponsor's products 

more to appease the company. The first part of the episode has Jack Benny himself 

acknowledging that what the sponsor wants influences most of what they do because 

otherwise he would be out of a job. The following part of the episode is a short sketch 

guest-starring Humphrey Bogart in which they have the opportunity to mention Lucky 

Strike cigarettes. Benny's character interrogates Bogart's character about a criminal and 

the scene turns into a mini-commercial for the cigarettes as Bogart describes the positive 

qualities of a Lucky Strike cigarette to the point where he is literally quoting a 

commercial while the audience laughs on. Showing an actual commercial afterward 

emphasizes the commercial aspect of this scene when it includes some of the exact lines 

that Bogart's character was saying (“The Jack Benny Show from October 25
 
1953”). 

 This sort of self-aware product integration often is credited as an innovation of 

more current, critically acclaimed shows such as Arrested Development and 30 Rock. 

However, as with other forms of advertainment, this device has been a part of the 
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television form from early on. In this specific instance, bringing attention to the product 

integration allows for it to fit more comfortably within the style of the show. This same 

episode features other self-aware moments unrelated to the sponsor that add a signature 

brand of humor that was Benny's style. Thus, in acknowledging the show's status as a 

fictional construction, it would only make sense also to acknowledge the constructed 

notion of sponsorship of the featured product. 

 Product integration worked well in other television genres of the time as well. 

This form of advertainment fit particularly well in variety shows of the 1950s. These 

variety shows, which featured comedy routines and/or showcased singers, meshed well 

with product integration because there was no need to force a product into a story line. 

Instead, the producers could create integrated advertising that flowed as another element 

of the “variety” and that worked in conjunction with episodic themes these shows 

sometimes had. Occasionally variety shows in their entirety were like one big moment of 

product integration as was often the case when a single company owned an hour of 

airtime and produced its own programming. 

 One such instance of this is Coke Time, a variety program starring Eddie Fisher 

that had him singing various tunes throughout each episode, with songs sometimes 

selected based on a theme. Episodes of the show featured not only many commercials for 

Coca Cola, but they also had plenty of references to the soft drink. Fisher would 

constantly remind people that Coca Cola was a refreshing drink any time and anywhere. 

Each episode would even start with a close-up shot of a bucket of Cokes as the opening 

credits rolled over the image. Even in a winter themed episode, Fisher suggests ice-cold 
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Coca Cola as the beverage of choice, emphasizing the idea of Coke as an “anytime” drink 

(“Coke Time from 1955”). 

 Because product placement is a form of advertainment that simply needs a 

product to be featured in a show visually or as a brief aural mention, it appeared in 

various television genres and was especially popular on quiz shows during the 1950s 

before they were hit by scandal towards the end of the decade. Not only was product 

placement previously present in radio, but it also appeared in other media such as 

newspapers and magazines where “ads were blended into articles through similar type 

fonts and writing style” (Samuel 7). It has also appeared heavily throughout film history. 

Again, while this advertising format worked very well in television, it was not anything 

special to the medium. Although it is similar to product integration in that both become 

part of the text itself, product placement is more passive than product integration or 

commercial bumpers in the way it presents its products to the audience in that it does not 

attempt to force the viewers' attention on to it. 

 The Goldbergs obviously had no problem prominently featuring their sponsors' 

products on the show. Though this was mostly done in the form of the commercial 

bumpers discussed above, the show also dabbled in product placement as a way to center 

the sponsor and its products. Depending on who the sponsor was at the time, the 

producers would often take whatever product was featured in the bumper and keep it 

placed in the mise-en-scène so as to create a stronger bond between the show as 

entertainment and as commercial vessel. The sponsor also served as a reflection of the 

upward mobility of the Goldberg family as they moved from a predominantly Jewish 
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neighborhood to one of a more assimilated culture, and so the quality of the products 

featured changed as well (Brook 50). 

 The Goldbergs's first sponsor was Sanka Coffee, a product of General Mills. In 

the early years of the show's run, Berg often featured the coffee in its commercial 

bumpers. Beyond that form, Berg also included Sanka in the show in the form of product 

placement by repurposing the coffee can and displaying it in the foreground of the set. 

For example, Berg would take the empty can and fill it with flowers, giving the product 

an excuse to be used as décor (Brook 49). In an episode from a later season, once the 

Goldbergs moved to the suburbs, the type of product placement clearly changed. Instead 

of having to reuse products to decorate their apartment, they now had furniture and décor 

more fitting of their current surroundings. Though it is not clear from simply seeing the 

furniture to whom it belongs, a credit at the end informs the viewer that Macy's has 

provided the furnishings for that episode (50). This gives the feeling that the entire 

episode was a commercial, an excuse to display Macy's lovely furniture. 

 Product placement is often the easiest way to include a product in televisual 

entertainment in that it typically only involves somehow placing the product in a scene or 

at least displaying the brand name somewhere. The reason this worked particularly well 

with quiz shows is because much of the focus of these shows was on the questions and 

the suspense as contestants came up with answers. There were few opportunities to talk 

about a sponsor's product while asking or answering questions. However, it is easy 

enough to put the name of the sponsor along various parts of a quiz show set and have it 

not seem as incongruous as it would on the set of a sitcom or drama. After all, quiz shows 
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dealt with giving away money and that money had to come from somewhere. Thus, 

labeling the sets with the sponsor's name was a solid way to let the viewer know who 

provided the prize money on these shows. Ultimately, it also allowed viewers to blame 

the sponsors for the quiz show rigging. 

 Arguably the most famous of the 1950s quiz shows, as it was the one that was 

rocked the most by the scandal, Twenty-One pitted two contestants against each other as 

they answered questions to earn twenty-one points. The sponsor for this show was 

Geritol, a dietary supplement. The Geritol name was splashed across various parts of the 

set, including the podium from which the host asked the questions. This allowed the show 

to feature the brand throughout the entirety of an episode without needing awkwardly to 

mention it all the time. Of course, the show still took commercial breaks to promote the 

product, but it did not try to integrate the product into the format of the show (“Twenty 

One: Stempel vs. Van Doren – pt. 1”). 

 Other game shows of the time followed this model as well. Another popular game 

show during this period was The $64,000 Question, in which contestants would answer 

questions in a specific category that would become harder and harder as they went along. 

Each question answered correctly would allow them to proceed to the next prize level 

until they reached the $64,000 level. The $64,000 Question had Revlon as its sponsor and 

sometimes featured their cosmetic products during the commercial breaks. Like Twenty 

One, though, $64,000 also labeled its set with the name of its sponsor, which allowed the 

Revlon name to appear constantly in various shots throughout each episode. Again, this 
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form of brand placement helps serve as a reminder of who provides the cash prizes in the 

game show (“The $64,000 Question: First 9 Minutes of a Show!!!”). 

 As shown through these numerous examples, the various forms of advertainment 

in television are nothing new but instead have a long history of appearing in television 

and other forms of broadcasting. Even though it appeared in all types of media, including 

television's predecessor radio, advertainment such as product placement and commercial 

bumpers seemed to flourish especially well in the early years of television because of its 

overtly commercial nature. Despite the insistence that the current resurgence in product 

placement is due to development in technologies and new viewing practices, it is clear 

that product placement is simply just another televisual form that is an established part of 

American commercial television, and this history shows the practice's true origins in 

early television. It is important to establish this history of televisual advertainment in the 

1950s then so that it is possible to contextualize better the current instances of 

advertainment in television and to put these newer moments in conversation with their 

past. It is also essential to focus on not only product placement but to include the other 

forms of advertainment because these various forms create similar convergent spaces in 

different ways. This merging of commercials and entertainment content differs from 

product placement to product integration to commercial bumper, but each creates this 

central merger between the two, sometimes being used as a way to ease the flow between 

a program and a commercial break or sometimes being used to remind viewers of the 

sponsor's existence. In creating this liminal area, there is a highlighting of how television 

is both a commercial and entertainment medium. That advertainment is able to exploit 
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both these aspects of standard American television and that it has been able to make a 

comeback after a long dormant period speaks to its status as a televisual genre. 
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Chapter 3: Parodic Product Integration in 30 Rock 

 As more and more television viewers are switching to non-traditional methods of 

watching shows, such as DVR-ing and online streaming, the television industry has tried 

to figure out how to still make the most of a smarter audience that has learned to skip 

commercials, one of its fundamental sources of revenue. After all, it is the responsibility 

of the television industry to obtain and sustain viewership not only for programs, but 

especially commercials, so that companies will continue to advertise on television 

(Smythe 235). Thus in recent years, there has been a movement towards product 

placement and integration as the solution to this problem. Product placement is a form of 

advertising that generally occurs within a television program or film by purposefully 

placing into a scene a specific brand or product, whereas product integration involves 

inserting the brand or product into the storyline. As of 2004, the product placement 

industry was spending $3.5 billion on all media, television receiving the most money at 

$1.9 billion (PQ Media). This has steadily increased in recent years with an eight percent 

increase in the first half of 2009 alone (Helm and Lowry). However, this solution has 

brought on creative problems, such as how properly to integrate the products into the 

programs so that they seem like an integral part of the show and not obvious shilling. 

This is a problem because television viewers have become more aware and critical of this 

practice, which they sometimes feel interfere with the shows they enjoy. It is also a 

problem because organizations are now lobbying the Federal Communications 

Commission (FCC) to force shows to label instances of product placement as such with 
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something like scrolling text on the bottom of the screen which will draw attention to it 

(Nussbaum). 

 However, 30 Rock has taken a different, more parodic approach to product 

placement and other forms of advertainment. 30 Rock is a situation comedy on NBC 

about the behind-the-scenes antics of a fictional comedy sketch show also on NBC. 

Instead of trying seamlessly to include products in the plots, 30 Rock has gone the 

opposite direction and often directly foregrounded their brand integration, sometimes 

even breaking the fourth wall in the process. As already established, this is nothing new 

since shows going as far back as The Jack Benny Program had already employed this 

practice (Nussbaum). More recently on Arrested Development, the program joked with 

featuring a placement for Burger King. In one episode, two characters are eating at a 

Burger King and discussing a potential deal for product placement on a show-within-the-

show. One character says that as long as they do not draw attention to it, he is fine with it, 

which is a reflection of how Arrested Development itself was drawing attention to its 

placement at that moment. It goes even further by having the narrator of the show assure 

the audience that Burger King is a wonderful restaurant (“Motherboy XXX”). Such a 

reflexive moment is rewarding to viewers who catch the joke, especially the earlier the 

better. 30 Rock has become more associated with this blunt method in product placement, 

however, because it blends in well with the general self-awareness of the show, and many 

critics have lauded them for using it effectively time and again. 

In this chapter, I do a textual analysis of these instances of self-aware product 

integration, focusing on four examples from 30 Rock as a case study, to see how these 
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spots position themselves as blatant commercials within a fictional narrative and how 

they differentiate themselves from unpaid product mentions on the show. I also include 

an analysis of the discourse surrounding the show and its use of product placement and 

how the show has in turn reacted to the opinions it has received. Because this approach to 

product integration has still not become a popular method in the television industry, it has 

yet to be explored more fully in research, and it is unclear just how effective it is, if at all. 

Thus, I think it is necessary to do this analysis and establish first what qualifies as self-

aware product integration and how 30 Rock positions itself as such, so that further 

research can eventually be done on how audiences perceive it and its possible 

effectiveness. 

 Typically, reflexive advertainment employs various parodic methods to show its 

awareness of televisual forms and texts.  However, because of the very limited academic 

research directly addressing self-aware product placement and integration specifically, 

the theory and work used to analyze this topic will stem from various areas. First of all, 

critiques written on meta-narratives and self-awareness in television in general are more 

readily available.8  This kind of analysis of television largely began in the late 1980s, 

when suddenly more and more shows, such as Moonlighting (1985-1989) and It's Gary 

Shandling's Show (1986-1990), began to take a more reflexive approach to their 

narratives as audiences were responding positively (Auter and Davis 166). Critiques and 

studies surrounding these narratives and meta-narratives in television are often focused 

                                                 
8 Philip J. Auter and Donald M. Davis write about breaking the fourth wall in “When Characters 

Speak Directly to Viewers: Breaking the Fourth Wall in Television.” Jim Collins looks at meta-narratives 

and postmodernism in the show Twin Peaks in his chapter titled “Television and Postmodernism” Scott R. 

Olson discusses various meta-narrative methods in “Meta-Television: Popular Postmodernism.”) 
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on the different kinds of levels of reflexivity, such as breaking the fourth wall by directly 

addressing the viewer. Typically male characters are the ones to break the fourth wall, 

except in cases where a woman is in charge of the program behind the scenes, in which 

case a female character is more likely to address directly the audience (Deiss and Lauzen 

384). Some scholars have also researched meta-genres and hyperconscious narration in 

television shows, such as Jim Collins in “Television and Postmodernism” and Scott R. 

Olson in “Meta-Television: Popular Postmodernism.” These techniques refer to 

awareness on behalf of the show that it is both part of a genre and part of the history of 

television in general. This awareness is displayed through references to generic 

conventions, past television shows, and the medium of television itself. However, this 

scholarship has only analyzed self-referentiality in the main text of a program and not the 

product placement reemerging in recent shows. Almost simultaneously to the rise in self-

aware television, product placement and integration have begun to reappear in many 

television programs in the past few years. The abundance of advertising research points 

to the prevalence of product integration. 

 For this analysis, I first apply the idea of television advertising as a genre as 

discussed in the first chapter. In the case of television, some examples of genres typically 

include situation comedies, procedural dramas, and game shows. As I discussed, 

television commercials have also developed their very own set of traits that identifies 

them as their own genre. Since the purpose of commercials is generally to sell the 

audience a product, they usually try to inform the consumers about the product, providing 

as much necessary information as possible. Thus, the content of a commercial will 
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feature a variety of informative bits, such as the quality and performance of a product, 

what are its features and design, and other facts designed to entice the consumer at least 

to check out the product (Resnik and Stern 50). 

 Product placement has its own sub-generic conventions and elements as well. Just 

as a workplace situation comedy has some differences from a family situation comedy 

while maintaining the same essential structure, so do product placements have attributes 

that only apply to them. For example, if the placement has visual elements, the name or 

brand of the product will typically appear and be focused on, and it will often appear on 

the product itself. If the placement has verbal elements, more likely the actual brand 

name will be mentioned instead of referring to the product by a generic name (Edwards 

and La Ferle 71). In instances where both visual and verbal elements are used, the 

placement is more positively portrayed compared to only-visual or only-verbal placement 

(Avery and Ferraro 239). It is important to take these characteristics into account to 

distinguish actual paid product placements from simple mentions or visual insertions of 

products into a show, the latter of which is sometimes included as lifestyle or reality cues. 

This is particularly the case in situation comedies which tend to emphasize the nature of 

their characters by defining their individual personalities through the products they 

consume and also assign their socio-economic status according to those products (Russell 

and Stern 9). 

 To show then how 30 Rock reveals its product placements as actual 

advertisements, I use parody theory to analyze these instances, specifically in relation to 

the various levels of reflexivity they use. As the television medium as a whole has 
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developed many conventions over the years, it has also become very self-referential 

through various levels. One way is through hyperconscious narration which Collins refers 

to as “a hyperawareness on the part of the text itself of its cultural status, function, and 

history, as well as of the conditions of its circulation and reception” (335). This 

hyperconscious narration, or medium reflexivity, is often used throughout 30 Rock in 

general to make it clear that the program is aware of its status as a television show and as 

a situation comedy. This occurs sometimes through direct address and acknowledgment 

of the audience but also through general references to past television programs and 

televisual tropes. 

 Another method the show uses to flaunt its reflexive nature is meta-genericism.  

Olson refers to meta-genericism as the creation of a “genre-reflexive structure” that 

shows off a program’s awareness of its status of being part of a genre and acknowledges 

it through exaggeration of that genre’s elements, essentially parodying the conventions of 

that genre (##). One convention used by 30 Rock is situation comedy's practice of using 

product placement and television commercials. The comparison can then be made 

between that which is expected to be said and featured in a product placement and the 

exaggerated way in which 30 Rock approaches these expectations both to show that the 

writers are aware of these general conventions applied to product placement and to make 

it obvious that they are, likewise, being paid to sell the audience a product. In general, the 

show is also meta-generic in that the writers and producers have created a knowing self-

awareness of its status as a situation comedy within the show itself, reusing familiar 

situation comedy story lines in creative new ways. 
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 30 Rock has largely received positive feedback for its use of parodic and meta-

generic methods to call out its product integration, both from the press and those in the 

industry (Nussbaum). This approach to product integration has become so associated with 

the show that even fans of the show use fake brand integration in fan fiction as a way to 

model it after the show and give the fiction a more authentic feel (Lz1982).  However, the 

show has also received some criticism for its methods as well. This criticism has only 

come, though, when viewers assume some product integration is a paid advertisement, 

but the placement is not called out like the show usually does for such placements 

(Baldwin). 30 Rock also has received criticism when viewers do not initially realize 

something is a product placement because they are not familiar with the product, and they 

believe the show did not do enough to make it more obvious (Nussbaum). Thus, it is 

necessary to define the characteristics that make up an actual paid product placement on 

30 Rock to help differentiate between them and unpaid inclusion of real products. To do 

so, I will focus on four examples of actual product placement in the show in which 

parody and reflexivity is used to emphasize the commercial aspect of the scene. I will 

then compare these instances of product integration to instances of unpaid product 

integration to show the differences between the two. 

 My first example of brand integration in 30 Rock came in an episode about 

incorporating product integration into 30 Rock's sketch comedy show, called TGS with 

Tracy Jordan. After the characters have a discussion on the issue and generally agree that 

it is a bad idea, they begin drinking Snapple beverages and raving about how delicious 

they are. They keep lifting up the bottles of the product and showing off the labels to the 
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camera as they describe the different varieties that Snapple distributes. Then the 

placement ends and the characters go back to arguing about whether or not they should 

feature products on their show (“Jack-Tor”). 

 This scene uses the conventions of the sub-genre of product integration in a meta-

generic way to make it clear that it is a product integration. First, there is a close-up shot 

of the product, with the Snapple logo clearly displayed on the items, as the characters 

excitedly grab bottles of the beverage from a case on the table. Then the characters begin 

to talk about how delicious the Diet Snapple is, saying it is as good as the original. One 

character recommends specific flavors of the drink.  All of this covers essential elements 

of a television commercial, from a clear display of the product to a description of 

different varieties, all while receiving positive association of the pleasures of drinking 

Snapple that emphasizes the desirability of the product. The scene takes each of these 

commercial elements to an extreme, stopping the main narrative completely to focus on 

the exaggeration of them as generic tropes. 

 This scene also uses medium reflexivity to make it clear to the audience that 30 

Rock was indeed paid to feature this product. The more obvious way it does this is by 

directly addressing the audience and breaking the fourth wall in the process. The 

character of Cerie, played by Katrina Bowden, who is supposed to be the blonde, sexy 

assistant in the office that all the male writers lust after, holds up a bottle of Snapple, and 

looking straight into the camera, says, “I only date guys who drink Snapple” (“Jack-

Tor”). Not only is this meant to emphasize the writers' awareness of the show being on 

television, but also its commercial nature, as this is a direct address device often used in 
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regular television commercials and is typical of the genre (Hilmes “Television 

Apparatus” 28). 

 In general, though, 30 Rock is a very reflexive show. It uses a lot of elements 

from the actors’ real life as part of the fictional narrative to show off its 

hyperconsciousness. For example, the show takes place behind the scenes of a sketch 

comedy show called TGS, one which is similar to Saturday Night Live, where Tina Fey 

and Tracy Morgan, two of the stars of 30 Rock, had their start. TGS also airs on NBC, 

which is the home network of 30 Rock (and Saturday Night Live) as well, and they 

emphasize in the show that GE owns the network as it does in real life. Even the 

characters are exaggerated reflections of the actors themselves, as Morgan plays a 

character named Tracy Jordan. Thus, after the Snapple scene, when the characters go 

right back to their discussion on integrating products into sketches, it continues the 

narrative thread related to product placement and emphasizes the status of the previous 

part in the scene as probably being paid product integration. Because the show has 

already established that it is an exaggerated reflection of its own real life, it can be said 

that the discussion on including product placement on TGS is as well. In case there is any 

doubt, though, at the end of the episode's credits, it lists Snapple as one of the show's 

sponsors (“Jack-Tor”). 

 My next example of product integration on the show is possibly their most 

famous and certainly their most lauded one (Wilson). In this scene, the characters Liz 

(Fey) and Jack (Alec Baldwin) are discussing his misplaced cell-phone. Jack mentions 

that a friend must have confused their phones and grabbed his by accident because it is a 
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Verizon phone and they are very popular. Liz agrees with him and then starts talking 

about how great the service is for Verizon and how she would definitely go out to buy 

one of their phones. It is at this point that Liz (or possibly Tina Fey herself, depending on 

how the scene is interpreted) looks into the camera and asks, “Can we have our money 

now?” (“Somebody to Love”). 

 As with the last placement, this one also begins by using meta-genericism. It uses 

potential elements of a Verizon commercial that might actually air on television, such as 

repetitive mention of how popular the phones are and the hyping up of the service. Jack 

also uses a Verizon phone and then holds it up several times during the conversation. 

Essentially, the actual narrative of the episode is halted again to talk about Verizon 

instead and to put the focus on the product by parodically exaggerating these commercial 

traits to comedic effect. 

 There is also use of medium reflexivity in this placement, by way of breaking the 

fourth wall again: Fey faces the camera and talks at it, even directly addressing the 

company that is apparently paying for the scene and asking it for their money. However, 

she is also addressing the audience and in a roundabout way telling them that Verizon has 

paid to feature the product in the show. Verizon is actually one of the sponsors of 30 

Rock, and the program wants to make that very clear to its audience. Thus this technique 

is used both to say blatantly they are advertising a product and also further to show their 

knowledge of their television show status. If that does not make it clear enough, though, 

Fey’s question is also eerily similar to Verizon’s slogan, “Can you hear me now?,” with 

both questions starting and ending the same way. This once again plays with the generic 
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conventions of television advertising. As with the Snapple integration, though, the credits 

of this episode also list Verizon Wireless as a sponsor of 30 Rock. This assures that astute 

viewers will know for sure that Verizon paid 30 Rock. 

 My next example of product placement in 30 Rock is different from the last two in 

that it is not contained within a single scene, but is intertwined as part of a secondary 

storyline featured throughout the episode. This episode starts off by having the writers of 

TGS excitedly preparing to watch the season finale of a nonexistent reality show called 

MILF Island. However, it is then revealed by the New York Post that one of the writers of 

TGS has called their boss Jack a moron, and so the characters try to figure out about 

whom the gossip item is talking so that everyone does not get in trouble. Early on, Liz is 

shown as the one to say it, and she spends the rest of the episode trying to cover up for 

herself and blaming others instead. At the same time, Pete (Scott Adsit) is trying to fish 

out a SoyJoy bar from a vending machine by sticking his arm inside the machine, but he 

unfortunately becomes stuck and spends the rest of the episode trying desperately to pull 

out his arm. Throughout the episode, scenes from MILF Island are interspersed between 

the two storylines that show what happens in the fake reality program and who ends up 

becoming the reality show's victor (“MILF Island”). 

 First, it is important to establish the narrative structure of this unique episode to 

show how 30 Rock emphasizes that the SoyJoy placement is actually paid for. The clips 

of MILF Island are strategically placed throughout the episode so as to show that what is 

happening in the main 30 Rock story lines parallels what is happening on the fake reality 

program. For example, after the scene in which Liz is revealed to be the culprit referred 
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to in the New York Post story, the show cuts to a clip from MILF Island in which the 

male host (Ron Huebel) is addressing the audience and says, “the game is about to 

change!” (“MILF Island”). 30 Rock continues this parallel between Liz’s story line and 

MILF Island by comparing her to a contestant named Deborah, who is the fiercest 

competitor on the reality show and who will do anything to make sure things turn out in 

her favor, much like Liz does to make sure Jack does not find she called him a moron. 

Another separate parallel occurs again later when Pete struggles with the vending 

machine, as this image is juxtaposed with one from MILF Island in which one of the 

contestants is talking about the struggling challenges she went through while on the 

island. 

 This kind of parallel editing is used throughout the entire episode, with essentially 

the point being that what applies to MILF Island also applies to 30 Rock itself. This point 

is driven home when Kenneth (Jack McBrayer), the only other character who knows that 

Liz is the one who called Jack a moron, tells Liz that the truth will come out eventually. 

Once Kenneth leaves the room, the host of MILF Island in the background on the 

television set says, “stay tuned for one final shocking twist,” after which the image cuts 

to the host on the television screen. At this point he says, “brought to you by SoyJoy, 

fortified with optimism,” as the SoyJoy logo is displayed below him (“MILF Island”). 

Because of the parallels drawn between MILF Island and 30 Rock, the assumption can be 

made that SoyJoy also sponsors 30 Rock. And the “final shocking twist” to which the 

host refers?  It turns out that Jack knew all along that Liz was the one who called him a 

moron and was simply playing mind-games with her. 



 61 

 Even without considering the parallel narratives, the SoyJoy “commercial 

sponsorship” scene still positions itself as product placement through its use of parodic 

and self-referential techniques. Again, most obvious is the host's use of the direct address 

to the audience. By having the host break the fourth wall and tell the audience that 

SoyJoy sponsors MILF Island, the writers of 30 Rock also imply that SoyJoy made this 

episode of 30 Rock possible. It is important to note that, while up to this point, the 

characters who have broken the fourth wall on 30 Rock have been women, which follows 

what Deiss and Lauzen say in their study since 30 Rock has a strong female presence 

behind the scenes with Tina Fey as both head writer and producer, a man is instead the 

one to address directly the audience for once on the show. However, it makes sense to 

have the male host breaking the wall in this instance because he is actually doing it from 

the context of a fake show, MILF Island, which its closing credits state was created by 

Brit Ishman (or a “British man,” as the joke implies). It also makes sense in general to 

have someone in MILF Island speak directly to the audience since reality television 

shows often directly address the audience as away to allow for multiple perspectives from 

participants (Deiss and Lauzen 380). 

 There is a bit of meta-genericism in that scene as well, though. “Fortified with 

optimism” is SoyJoy’s actual slogan, and by using it, the scene acknowledges its status as 

product integration. It also shows the logo of the product on the television screen within 

the frame, right underneath the host. By showing an identifying factor of the product it is 

selling, it is consciously including advertising characteristics, thus adding on another 

layer to the many ways in which the show has framed the scene as brand placement. 
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 The product integration scenes involving Pete and the SoyJoy vending machine 

use elements of meta-genericism as well to make them seem like commercials. First, Pete 

talks about the SoyJoy bar and considers himself lucky that one is dangling in the 

vending machine that he believes he could easily grab by reaching in. He even 

rhetorically asks, “Who doesn’t love a SoyJoy?” (“MILF Island”). Then as he is reaching 

in and gets his arm stuck, a close-up on the row of SoyJoy bars in the machine shows off 

their logo and packaging. Again, these are elements in a regular television show or 

product placement but exaggerated. The claim that everyone loves SoyJoy is taken to an 

extreme by showing that Pete loves it so much he is willing to go through desperate 

measures to get one. Also, his object of desire, with its logo in plain sight, is shown 

dangling close to his fingertips, but just out of reach. Still, despite the use of these 

techniques to make the SoyJoy placement as obvious as possible, some viewers still did 

not realize it was a paid advertisement.  However, this was largely because these viewers 

did not realize SoyJoy was a real product in the first place and assumed it was a fake 

product like Sabor de Soledad (Nussbaum). The structure of the episode, however, tries 

to emphasize that it is actual paid integration and had this method been used for a more 

recognizable brand such as Coca-Cola or Target, it would have been less likely that 

anyone missed this acknowledgment of the placement. Still, those who did not realize 

that SoyJoy is a real product could have looked at the end credits once again, and they 

would have seen that SoyJoy did indeed sponsor that episode (“MILF Island”). 

 The final and most recent example of product integration in 30 Rock came in the 

fourth episode of the fourth season. In this episode, Jack has an unrelenting bed bug 
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problem, which is off-putting to some of his co-workers. So, when he has a meeting 

scheduled one day, he arrives at his office to find Cisco’s TelePresence System there 

instead of the other executives. Then they appear on the screen of this conference system 

and explain to Jack that they think it would be safer for them to conduct the meeting 

through video conferencing so that they do not catch Jack’s bed bugs. This angers Jack, 

even though he praises the technology and its many features, because it makes him feel 

left out of the loop and dehumanized, especially once they mute him and simply discuss 

the project amongst themselves, leaving Jack to bang angrily against the system to get 

their attention. 

 Once again, meta-genericism stands out as a key feature in this instance of 

product placement. The product itself, this large teleconference screen, is shown 

prominently in the scene, often taking up much of the space in the frame because of its 

size. The brand is also shown quite a lot, as it would be in a commercial, largely writ on 

the product itself and appearing on the bottom of video screen of the product as well. 

Even when we switch to the point of view of Jack’s co-workers, the same prevalence of 

the logo is there, with Cisco even appearing on the phone they are using in conjunction 

with the system. This over-emphasis of the brand and product shows an awareness of the 

conventions surrounding product placement. In the scene, Jack constantly raves about the 

product as well, even as he berates his fellow coworkers. He refers to this piece of Cisco 

equipment as “the gold standard, by which all business technology is judged” (“Audition 

Day”). This hyperbolic, but classic advertising, statement is used as an exaggerated way 

to make the product seem desirable. Jack then refers to Cisco as “the human network,” 
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which is actually their current slogan and the one featured prominently in their 

commercials right now. This is another example of what is typically expected from a 

television commercial, and it winds up coming out sounding so unnatural for Jack to say 

because it is such an obvious slogan. The result of these methods is that the show makes 

it very clear that Cisco is likely another one of their sponsors, which is confirmed in the 

end credits of the episode (“Audition Day”). 

 Now that it has been established how the writers contextualize paid product 

integration in the show and how they emphasize to the audience that is what it is, the next 

necessary step is to compare these methods to an example of non-paid placement of a 

product in the show to show how 30 Rock contrasts between the two to avoid confusion 

for the audience. I am culling the non-paid placement from an episode in the third season, 

one in which Liz is seen wearing a real product called a Slanket in various scenes, both at 

the office and at home. The Slanket is not actually talked about or focused on, though, in 

these scenes and only merely referenced by a line or two (“The Ones”). 

 In these scenes, it is clear the show is not using meta-genericism to establish this 

product as a paid placement, as it has in the past.  Though it does show the product, there 

is no focus on it and no attention drawn to it other than Liz saying she likes wearing it. 

This is the opposite of what 30 Rock has done for actual brand integration on the show, 

when it has either shot close-ups of the products, as in the case of Snapple and SoyJoy, or 

shown the product in use, as in the cases of the Verizon phone and the Cisco 

TelePresence system. 
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 In the past, the characters have also constantly talked about the product in the 

scene in which it is featured at the same time it is being shown off. In this episode, 

however, the name of the product is only mentioned twice the whole time, once by Tracy 

as a potential gift for his wife and another time by Elisa (Salma Hayek) when she asks 

Liz “isn’t there a Slanket somewhere you should be filling with your farts?” (“The 

Ones”).  That latter remark is not like the kind of positive association the sponsor would 

want surrounding an actual paid integration. There is also no mention of any kind of 

slogan for the Slanket, features the product has, or the various versions of the Slanket 

available for sale. These are key elements of the television advertising genre in general, 

but these are also important points mentioned in past instances of paid integration on the 

show that distinguish them from this kind of non-paid mention. 

 The show does use one self-referential technique in a scene featuring the Slanket. 

At one point when Liz is caught wearing her Slanket by Jack, she blurts out to him, “it’s 

not product placement, I just like it!” (“The Ones”). While Liz is technically talking to 

Jack, she is clearly addressing the audience as well. However, this is only clear because 

her comment does not actually make sense within the context of their conversation, but it 

does make sense within the discourse surrounding the show. Before this episode featuring 

the Slanket aired, there had been many other instances on the show where it had 

mentioned a real product but apparently were not actually paid to promote that product. 

However, in many of these instances, viewers assumed 30 Rock was being compensated 

and criticized the show for not making the placement more obvious as it usually did 

(instead of realizing that the product was not made obvious because it was not being paid 
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for it). The most notable instance of this was in an episode where some of the characters 

made a few references to McFlurries, a dessert available at McDonalds. Critics and fans 

assumed the show was paid for this and were quick to complain on the internet.9 

Eventually, Fey had to release a statement that said 30 Rock had not received 

compensation for mentioning the product on the show and that it was afraid actually of 

being sued for using the product (Baldwin). Thus, once the Slanket episode aired, it was 

Fey’s way of saying that just because they feature a product on the show, it does not 

mean that the show is automatically being paid for doing so. Instead, sometimes it means 

is that 30 Rock is mentioning actual products to add to the realism of the already very 

reflexive show. Specifically in regards to the Slanket, Fey is a fan of the product in real 

life and even gave embroidered ones to each of the members on the show’s writing staff, 

which just adds more to the larger joke of the show as constantly being reflexive and an 

exaggerated portrayal of Fey’s real life (Chen). Of course, if there is any residual doubts 

regarding whether or not Slanket actually paid 30 Rock to feature its product, the 

episode's end credits do not mention Slanket as a sponsor, which confirms what Fey says. 

 When it comes to 30 Rock, the show's relationship with television advertising is 

rather extensive but also unique. Its use of parodic and meta-techniques, such as 

hyperconsciousness and meta-genericism, to emphasize that the product being featured is 

a paid advertisement is rarely seen on any other shows currently on air. This is despite the 

fact that the program is constantly acclaimed for its writing by both the press and fellow 

                                                 
9 Some of the critiques of this episode included Mark Graham's “Did 30 Rock's McFlurry Praise 

Cross the Line?” and Hamilton Nolan's “30 Rock McFlurries Towards Product Placement Hell.” 
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writers in the industry. Whether this approach has not become more widespread because 

of reluctance on the part of companies to participate in that type of integration or whether 

it is because of reluctance on the part of the writers who believe this approach might be 

tricky, though, is unknown. At the very least, it is an effective method for distinguishing 

between paid and unpaid placement in a show. However, it should still be examined as a 

potential model to be exploited for future product placement, especially to see just how 

effective it actually is in encouraging the audience to purchase the featured products. 

 Having distinguished the elements that make up an apparently paid product 

placement on 30 Rock and having shown how the program tries to make these placements 

obvious through parodic methods, it will be much easier to differentiate between the paid 

placements and the mere mentions of real products in any research on the audience 

reception this advertainment. It should be clear, though, that this would be a study not 

just on how audiences perceive the product after being featured on the show but whether 

it makes them want to buy it and actually influences their purchasing habits one way or 

another.  It seems likely that parodic product placement in situation comedies would 

generally be received positively by audiences, considering that products associated 

positively with a character in a sitcom generally receive positive reactions from viewers 

(Russell and Stern 15) and also considering that audiences generally favorably view 

medium reflexivity in television (Auter and Davis 169). However, simply because 

consumers have a positive attitude towards a product does not mean they will actually 

purchase it. Thus awareness that the producers have received compensation for a 

placement could possibly play a factor in purchasing behaviors, but whether it will lead 
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consumers to purchase the product because they like that the company felt comfortable 

being in on the joke or whether it will instead cause consumers not to want to purchase 

the item because they do not approve of the practice remains to be seen. The study would 

also have to take into account as a variable, if it does have a positive effect on the 

viewers’ purchasing habits, whether or not just seeing and hearing about the product is 

what makes the consumers want to purchase it or if the actual awareness of it being a 

paid product placement makes a difference. 

 Clearly, much research is still left to do in the area of advertainment in general. It 

is an important television form to examine both because of the amount of money it 

generates each year and also because of the increasing prevalence of it, especially in 

television these days. After all, if product placement is in a show, it will not matter what 

method people use to watch the show, they will still be subjected to the advertising 

inserted into the narrative. However, special focus should be put on this form of product 

placement as a potential legitimate model to follow in other shows as well. 
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Conclusion 

Considering the continuing resurgence of product placement and other 

advertainment in television today, it is easy to understand why many would think of it as 

a recent phenomenon. As audiences continue to change the ways they watch their favorite 

television shows, those in the television and advertising industries must try different ways 

of reaching viewers with commercial messages, which often leads to blurring the line 

between the two main purposes of television, advertising and entertainment. In this 

thesis, however, I have tried to show how this view is fallacious. Instead, I have argued 

that both a cultural understanding of television advertising as a genre and a long history 

of advertainment in television have also contributed to the rise in advertainment. Without 

either, it seems unlikely that current product placement and integration would have been 

as successful.  

With such a large gap in research on advertainment in television, I believed it was 

necessary to address this topic and develop the related areas that already have been 

discussed. For example, though some scholars such as Kathleen J. Turner and Lawrence 

R. Samuel had already explored some historical aspects of different forms of 

advertainment, no one had completely examined yet this practice in its many 

reincarnations during the 1950s. Similarly, a lack of scholarly work exists that looks at 

how cultural discourses construct television advertising as a genre, and barely anyone 

even acknowledges the possibility of advertising as a televisual genre. Thus I explored 

these areas further while also paying close attention to the show 30 Rock which has an 
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extensive relationship with sponsorship, allowing for a greater understanding of the 

relationship between advertising and entertainment in the television landscape of today.  

Though most people do not refer to television advertising as a genre, they certainly do 

discuss it in generic terms. Regardless of whether they are in the advertising industry, the 

television industry, or the audience, those involved in the American television experience 

have developed a mutual understanding that television advertising is a genre. They often 

express this understanding in various venues, either online or in print form. This then 

plays into how people both produce and receive parodic commercials and commercial 

parodies, as the parodic elements would not work if this generic understanding was not 

there.  

Because of television's origins in radio, the two broadcasting media share 

common advertising practices. It is no surprise then that these practices developed rather 

quickly into a televisual genre in the earlier years of television. In particular, a lot of the 

advertainment that people think of as new today was rather common in the 1950s, be it 

product placement, product integration, or commercial bumpers. These different sub-

genres each served a different purpose in relation to the shows on which they were 

featured during this time. Regardless of whether they were trying to make it clear to the 

audience who the sponsor was or they were trying to ease the viewers into the 

commercial segment, though, the use of each of these advertainment forms managed to 

create a convergent space where the industry could emphasize the two main aspects of 

American television: advertising and entertainment. 
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It is also no surprise then how these practices have reemerged in the last couple of 

decades. Though it is certainly not the only show to use many of these advertising tactics, 

30 Rock is one of the few to use so many of them and often in conjunction with parodic 

and self-aware methods. Due in part to the generic understanding of television 

advertising as a genre, as well as the history of these practices, the show is successfully 

able to use parodic techniques to make its relationships with sponsors obvious to the 

audience. Though researchers have yet to study the effectiveness of these techniques in 

convincing the viewers to purchase specific products, it could prove useful as a different 

model for reaching consumers. Even though I have sought to expand upon the already 

existing academic literature related to advertainment, there is still much more in this area 

that scholars need to research. This thesis only seeks to serve as a jumping off point for 

this potential research.  

As more and more television shows today feature product placement, product 

integration, and commercial bumpers, it has become necessary to know the extent of the 

relationship between these forms of advertising and the shows they sponsor. This analysis 

has shown that this relationship is nothing new but instead has come out of a long 

established form on television. Ultimately, advertainment proves to be emblematic of the 

dual nature of television, both a commercial and entertainment medium. While most 

televisual forms already contain both of these aspects of television, advertainment 

provides a space where both can work on equal footing. 
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