
POTENTIALLY OFFENSIVE ADVERTISING
When a “gift” may offend

You are a junior account executive for the Watson-Holmes advertising agency in Chicago. Your 
agency has just taken over the Pop-Cola account. Pop is a new entry into the Cola wars, and is 
young, hungry organization. It has already captured a small but growing share of the soft drink 
market. Instead of concentrating on the youth market, though, Pop is going after the 30-50-year-
old market on the belief that they can successfully shift their allegiances by using icons and 
symbols they are familiar with and remember with nostalgic fondness.

Last year, under another agency, Pop-Cola ran a fairly successful series of ads playing off such 
cultural symbols as disco dancing (they got permission to use the iconic song “Staying Alive” 
from Saturday Night Fever), and peace rallies complete with crowded scenes of happy hippies 
chanting for Pop-Cola and peace. Although they were reasonably pleased with the results, they 
are seeking an agency with an “edge” to pump their product up a notch. You’re hoping to play an 
integral part in accomplishing that feat.

Your creative director has already come up with a series of ideas playing off childhood memories 
of home, school, and holidays. However, she is also pushing the creative envelope to obtain that 
“edge” that Pop-Cola seems to want. The proposed ads feature various nostalgic touchstones that 
should resonate with the target market, and with enough of a twist to get attention. For example, 
one ad shows a classroom full of bright-eyed 10-year-olds eagerly responding to questions about 
history from the teacher. The usual clichéd students appear—the smart girl, the dumb boy, the 
“pretty” girl, and the smart-alack. Pop-Cola is cleverly inserted into the scene via the smart-
alack, complete with a comic twist edged with just enough sarcasm to make it both nostalgic and 
hip. So far, the Pop-Cola people are very happy with the approach.

Yesterday, the account executive, your immediate boss, ran the latest idea by the team prior to a 
meeting with the Pop-Cola people today. It is designed to come out during the Christmas holiday, 
a few months away. The team as a whole loves it, and there’s good chance the Pop-Cola execs 
will too. Here is the script treatment for a kick-off, 60-second television commercial.

SCRIPT TREATMENT: POP-COLA
“GIFT OF THE MAGI” 60SEC.

Open on peaceful evening over desert landscape. Small town is seen in the distance from 
hilltop view. Stars are coming out in the sky. One is obviously brighter than others.

Figure suddenly fills screen in foreground, then moves off with others quickly filling in 
behind. Sounds of clanking and shuffling along with snorts of animals.



Cut to cluster of people in heavy robes, animals snorting and stomping as figures 
dismount. We see that the animals are camels. Quick flashes of faces, bearded and grimy. 
Boxes are dropped on the ground making loud thumps. Turmoil surrounds the unloading.

The robed figures approach a rundown building. A light can be seen coming through the 
windows. As the figures pass the window, we can see a quick glimpse inside of other 
figures and animals. It looks like a barn.

As figures enter, close-up on woman’s face as she looks up. It is radiant, head covered 
with a long scarf. Quick close-up of a man’s face as he looks up, bearded, concerned.

The robed figures approach, seen from behind. They part slightly to reveal a rough, 
wooden box, packed with straw, in which a baby appears to be lying. Quick close-up of 
the baby’s face, bright, serene.

The first robed figure places a box on the ground in front of the baby and opens it. It is 
full of gold coins. The woman’s face lights up in close-up as does the bearded man’s. The 
baby cries… we see its face, unhappy.

The second robed figure opens a similar box in front of the baby. It is filled with blocks 
of something wrapped in colored papers. Again, the woman’s face lights up in close-up as 
does the bearded man’s. The baby cries again, even more mournfully… we see its face, 
still unhappy.

The third robed figure opens yet another box. In it is a bottle of Pop-Cola. Same reaction 
from woman and bearded man, except now the baby stops crying and actually smiles, 
then beams his pleasure.

The voices of a heavenly choir rise in unison singing the Hallelujah Chorus.

The camera zooms quickly out until we’re outside the building, now emanating bright 
light. Chorus rises to crescendo.

Announcer: “Pop-Cola. Always the right thing to bring.”

QUESTIONS:
1. What, if anything, is ethically problematic about this case?
2. Who, if anyone, is potentially affected by this ad and how?
3. What ethical guidelines apply in this case?
4. What options are available to you? 


