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SUPER STORIES
Matthew Hochberg looks at the best and worst of the 
2015 Super Bowl advertising campaigns, and why 
there was a more solemn tone around this year’s spots.

“THE SUPER BOWL is a gathering,” says Bill 
Winchester, chief  creative officer of  advertising 
agency Lindsay, Stone & Briggs. 

“It’s a time when people can come together, 
spend time with each other and talk about the 
ads. The game is obviously there, too, but a lot 
of  the discussion is around the ads. 

“Way back when, the ads weren’t a big deal. 
It wasn’t until companies started to recognise 
that there were so many eyeballs on the game 
that it began getting so much attention.”

The 2015 Super Bowl drew an average TV 
audience of  114.4 million viewers becoming, 
once again, the most-watched televised 
programme in United States’ history; the 
audience shattered the previous record, which 
took place – you guessed it – during the 2014 
Super Bowl. In fact, the 22 TV programmes 
with the largest audiences in the United States 
have all been Super Bowls. 

American broadcast network NBC charged a 
Super Bowl-record $4.5 million for a 30-second 
advert this year. Despite the hefty price, all 
spots sold out, exemplifying how much – and 
how many – brands value the Super Bowl as a 
worthwhile investment to either step into the 
national spotlight or gain more relevancy from it.

Each year, as Winchester describes, the 
commercials take up much of  the Super Bowl 
conversation – and now that conversation extends 
to both before and past the game’s action through 
the blogosphere and Twitterverse. 

Thirty seconds is never enough time to 
spread across an entire message, which is why, 
in most cases, companies use Super Bowl 
ads both before and after the game as part of  
campaigns to capitalise on the effect of  their 
multi-million dollar ad investment.

“Factoring in the sheer volume of  people 
watching, all the buzz it receives, everyone 
sitting on their couches with their phones 
and sharing their thoughts, the Super Bowl is 
really one of  the only events for advertisers 
who want the whole world to see and talk 
about an ad,” Jonathan Lewis, account 
director at McKee Wallwork & Company, told 
SportBusiness International.

“That doesn’t happen anywhere else. 
Consumers are so cynical and sceptical that 
to have them give the brands their undivided 
attention – and then talk about it with their 
friends – justifies the cost.

“Companies use the Super Bowl as a 
springboard for their ads. Often they are the 

beginning or part of  an ongoing series of  ads. 
Smart advertisers release behind-the-scenes 
videos and use creative campaign devices, such 
as the hashtag in the Like A Girl spot.”

Lewis is referring to the Super Bowl 
advertisement by Feminine care brand Always, 
which discouraged referring to certain activities as 
doing it ‘like a girl’, promoting equality between 
the sexes. The campaign began last summer with 
some traction, but did not realise its full potential 
until Super Bowl Sunday. More than 510,000 
tweets contained the phrase #LikeAGirl between 
February 1 and February 2 alone. 

The feminine hygiene product company 
wasn’t the only brand to come out with a win 
on the big day, says Winchester: “There needs 
to be more than just a hashtag to generate some 
social media buzz. You need something waiting 
on the other side. Snickers’ Brady Bunch ad 
was great. It caught the nostalgic demographic 
and used an ongoing campaign – ‘you’re not 
you when you’re hungry’.”

Making a Splash
As great as these ads may have been and as viral 
as they may have gone, Lewis believes innovation 
trumps all. In an ad meant to disturb the peace 
of  Super Bowl commercials, Heineken-owned 
beer brand Newcastle Brown Ale provided the 
best mix of  memorable, creative and hilarious by 
creating a ‘super ad’ that also advertised 37 other 
brands in the space of  a minute.

“It was pretty hysterical,” says Lewis. 
“Newcastle crowdfunded the ad and the buzz 
it was able to get leading up to the Super Bowl, 
culminating with the one spot during the game, 
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Newcastle crowdfunded the ad, and the 
buzz it was able to get leading up to the 
Super Bowl is a great example today of 
what it takes to make a splash

NEW YEAR, NEW TREND?

Super Bowl ads are notorious for poking 
fun at groups of people, showing women in 
revealing clothing and frequently hovering 
at the border of what is acceptable and 
what isn’t. 

This year, however, there was a much 
more solemn tone in the majority of the 
commercials – a noticeable shift from 
previous years.

“There was an air of seriousness this year 
that really changed the flavour of the Super 
Bowl. Brands were trying to tug on our heart 
strings,” says Lewis. 

“People are calling it the ‘Daddy Bowl’ 
because of how some of the ads targeted 
dads and put them in a positive light. [Car 
manufacturer] Dodge had an ad that featured 
100-year-old people giving advice (pictured) 

– that was pretty touching. Usually, elderly 
people and fathers are the butt of jokes, but 
that wasn’t the case this year.

“The serious tone is probably in response 
to criticism through the years, but when 
you see that many advertisers all hitting on 
the same thing, it could definitely mean it’s 
a theme. But, at the same time, you might 
see a change next year if some advertisers 
felt self-conscious due to the similarity in so 
many commercials. They might switch it up 
and try to be different.”

“I think it’s just fashionable to do more 
serious commercials right now,” adds 
Winchester. “Let’s face it – it’s really, really 
hard to pull off a really funny ad. It’s safer 
to keep them more serious. The ads tend to 
reflect public sentiment, and it might have 
just been that sort of year.” �

is a great example today of  what it takes to 
make a splash. Newcastle kind of  crashed the 
Super Bowl. It’s far more than just buying time 
and making a silly ad. It’s really a co-ordinated 
effort on all cylinders.” 

Despite the successes, there were also 
companies that bought ad space and flopped 
on Super Bowl Sunday, such as insurance giant 
Nationwide. Its spot featured a young boy, 
morbidly noting the milestones in his life he will 
never be able to experience. 

Why? “Because I’m dead,” he says at the 
end of  the ad. 

“There were a lot of  people on social media 
saying things such as ‘way to bring us down,’ 
‘way to make the Super Bowl a bummer,’ or 
‘wow, talk about a depressing Super Bowl,” 
says Lewis. 

“You hear people say that any press is good 
press, but I don’t think that is the case here. 
It’s definitely more negative. I would expect 
Nationwide to go in a different direction the next 
time it is looking at its creative options.” 

Of  the 250,000 or so mentions the advert got 
during the game on social media, 64 per cent 
were negative, 24 per cent were neutral and just 
12 per cent were positive, according to digital 
advertising company Amobee. 

However, Nationwide claims its does not 
regret the ad and expected it to stir conversation. 

“[The] intention of  the ad was actually not 
to sell insurance, it was to raise awareness of  a 
cause that we’ve been championing for decades 
at Nationwide, which is to keep kids safe from 
preventable accidental injuries,” said Nationwide 
chief  marketing officer Matt Jauchius �


