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Advertainment Now on a TV Near You
With the emergence of technologies like TiVO and online TV that allow viewers to watch programs without commercials, marketers have been aggressively pitching their products in the programs themselves. There were nearly 30,000 product placements in the top 10 broadcast shows in 2008. And there was a 23 percent increase in the first quarter of this year. But there are no laws regulating the new advertainment.

Public advocacy groups are calling for the Federal Communications Commission to develop rules for clear disclosure for all TV marketing and to ban all embedded advertising from children’s programming.  

Nancy Marsden is a former teacher who became so concerned about undisclosed product placement that she left her day job to advocate full time for better rules for TV marketing.

Nancy Marsden: Consumers have a right to know when they are being advertised to. If knowing the truth that they’re watching advertainment is a turnoff, then it’s incumbent upon industry to respond to this reality – not to hide the truth.

Product placement used to be about placing a product in an existing script: Think ET and Reese’s Pieces.  But now marketers are asking for more.

Nancy Marsden:  Now the script is being written literally to sell the product. It’s commercial propaganda, and it’s a slippery slope. Suppose the product is an agenda of some other sort. Propaganda is the ultimate result when the integrity of media is compromised so that we don’t know the sources of paid messages that are being placed in content.

Our minds process regular commercials differently than when products are placed in storylines. When the viewer is “lost” in a story, critical thinking is reduced. This technique is especially damaging to children, particularly when it comes to selling junk food.

Nancy Marsden: Children have a hard time telling the difference between advertising and content anyway. And storytelling is one of the most potent means of persuasion. There’s been a lot of research on this. If you embed an idea in a story, people will accept a known falsehood as true, if it’s embedded in a story. There’s research documenting this. Children, of course, will accept virtually everything that’s in a story. I learned that when I was a teacher.

For more information about the harms of embedded advertising, go to truthfulmedia.com.
Stealth Consolidation: Local Broadcasters ‘Share’ News Services

Local broadcasters may be undermining the news and information you receive on your local TV newscast. In an effort to cut costs, some rival broadcasters are merging their newsroom operations.

These “news sharing” agreements haven’t received much press coverage, but they are quietly cropping up all over the country. Corie Wright is Policy Counsel for Free Press.

Corie Wright: The arrangements are not uniform across all markets, In some, they might be sharing only equipment, like video cameras or a helicopter. But in other markets, the stations seem to be combining their newsroom staff and operations and are basically generating the same or virtually the same news coverage for all the stations that are involved in it.

There are about 16 news sharing arrangements in place in different markets. Broadcasters argue they need to consolidate their newsrooms due to declining ad revenue. But in the process, they are reducing the number of competing voices serving the community. 

For instance, in Honolulu, the local NBC, CBS, and MyNetwork stations recently announced that they are condensing the news resources of the three stations into one consolidated joint operation. 

Corie Wright: Everybody is moving into the same building, they’re sharing the same studios, they’ve laid off a significant of staff from the newsroom. And, essentially, they’re going to be producing newscasts out of these same studios and airing them on different channels.

Wright says they are circumventing the Federal Communication Commission’s media ownership rules.

Corie Wright: The purpose of those rules is to ensure that no particular entity controls too much of the market in a community. In the markets where the stations are basically consolidating their operations, they seems to be skirting the rules, because those stations couldn’t legally merge under the FCC’s rules.
Wright thinks the FCC needs to take a closer look at these news sharing arrangements.

Corie Wright: The basic idea when the licensing system was put in place was that the stations would be licensed at a local level and they would compete, and whoever provided the best programming would win. The difficulty is that, under local news sharing, these stations aren’t competing anymore. They’re cooperating – or worse, they’re colluding on what news gets covered and how. And that basically hurts competition and decreases the diversity of local news sources for a community, which is the very purpose of having the broadcast media ownership rules in the first place.
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