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Nowadays, adverts are quite well thought out and brands are extremely careful when choosing what their ads contain. It doesn’t matter whether it’s a printed ad, a TV ad, an online ad, or even a radio ad, you can be sure that there have been many meetings in which every single aspect of the ad was scrutinized and analyzed in order to get to a stage
where it was deemed appropriate for its target audience. Especially with the politically correct culture we have today. A few decades ago, however, it seems that this wasn’t the case. Well, it probably was the case but because things were less strict in terms of advertising, a lot more controversial ideas slipped through the net than they do today. In
fact, there have been quite a few controversial ads over the years and although they almost certainly wouldn’t be allowed today, they give a good representation as to how advertising has changed through time. So, here are some of the most controversial vintage ads that were actually used to advertise products. #1 - Coca Cola Today, Coca-Cola is a
worldwide brand, and each day, millions of people consume the sugary beverage. However, just because we consume it doesn’t mean that we know it to be healthy; in fact, Coca-Cola is known to be an extremely unhealthy soft drink that can not only spike blood sugar levels but also rot teeth and have a number of other negative effects. So, obviously,
you wouldn’t find Coca-Cola advertising their product as healthy, would you? Well, as you can see from the ad above, this is exactly what Coca-Cola once did. The ad talks about how you should give your newborn baby Coca-Cola to give him/her a better start in life. It even goes into detail about how it’s been proven that babies who start drinking soda
will fit in better during their teen years. It also says that Coca-Cola promotes a healthy lifestyle, boosts personality, and gives the body essential sugars! #2 - Lucky Strikes Made famous by the hit TV show Mad Men, this ad for Lucky Strikes definitely wouldn’t be allowed today. As you’ll probably already know, advertisements for cigarettes are
getting stricter all the time and, in a lot of countries, advertisements are no longer allowed at all. However, this hasn’t always been the case, as you can see from the ad above. The ad actually uses a picture of Santa Claus to help market cigarettes as a great Christmas gift. It’s not often that you see Santa Claus enjoying a smoke but this was one
occasion where this was the reality and clearly, it wouldn’t be allowed today. It’s likely that this ad was made to appeal to not only adults but also children/young adults too. #3 - Sega Nowadays, Sega has fallen behind somewhat in the computer gaming world as Sony and Microsoft have taken over. Back in the day, however, Sega was a huge
company and was actively advertising their latest products and in a pretty controversial way, too. This ad for their game console was one of many rather provocative ads driven by sexual puns and euphemisms. The ad runs the strapline “The More You Play With It, The Harder It Gets”. Yes, although technically, it’s referring to the game console
depicted in the image, it’s clear what the ad is really talking about. I guess when things were in black and white, you had to be a little more creative. #4 - Kelloggs Today, Kelloggs is known for making a number of family cereals and vitamin bars. Therefore, their ads tend to be pretty straightforward and classy. However, this wasn’t the case back in
the day, as you can see from this hugely sexist ad from the company. The ad promotes a 1950’s style relationship in which the woman would tend to stay at home and take care of the housework while the man would go out to work. It runs the strapline “The Harder A Wife Works, The Cuter She Looks”. Again, this wouldn’t be allowed today in any
shape or form and the worst part about the ad is that it promotes a Kelloggs product as the reason she loves to do the housework so much. “Vitamins darling, I always get my vitamins” - she proclaims. So, if you want to enjoy housework, perhaps you should invest in Kelloggs PEP? #5 - Cocaine Toothache Drops Cocaine is classed as one of the worst
drugs available these days but it seems that a few decades ago, it was perfectly fine to use cocaine in toothache drops. This ad for cocaine toothache drops from Lloyd Manufacturing Co. depicts the product as an instant cure for toothache - something that definitely wouldn’t be possible today. Not only this, but the ad also (for some reason) features
children; they’ve more than likely been cured by the Class-A drug product and left to get on with their day. #6 - Alcoa Hytop Here’s an extremely sexist ad from the guys at Alcoa Aluminium. This ad was created to show just how easy it is to open the new Hytop, which was added to tomato sauce bottles and many other household condiments.
However, it’s the sexist way in which the ad chooses to depict this “ease” that’s so shocking. Clearly, you can see from the tagline of the ad that it’s a rather sexist attempt at advertising. The ad reads “You mean a woman can open it?” along with an image of what appears to be a 1950’s housewife who seems to be shocked at how easy it is. Basically,
the ad is saying that it’s so easy to open, even a woman could do it. It’s extremely sexist and certainly wouldn’t be allowed by today’s advertising standards. #7 - Chase And Sanborn Here’s yet another hugely sexist ad from the 1950s. This ad was created by the coffee manufacturer and retailer Chase and Sanborn in 1952. As you can clearly see from
the ad itself, a husband appears to be spanking his wife; but why is this? Well, if you take a quick look at the ad copy, everything will become apparent. Basically, it appears as though the man’s wife hasn’t been checking that the coffee she’s been buying has been packed for extra freshness. As you can see, this hasn’t gone down too well and,
therefore, his wife has earned herself a spanking. Essentially, the ad promotes a unique selling point of the Chase and Sanborn coffee, but clearly, in the most sexist way possible. Much like the previous ad, this advert just goes to show how far we’ve come in around 70 years in terms of advertising. There’s no way that sexist ads like this one would be
allowed today and quite rightly so too, although it probably does still pay to check for freshness before you buy, whether you’'re male or female. #8 - Chesterfield Another area of advertising that has come a long way in recent years is that of tobacco advertising. These days, tobacco advertising is not allowed in the UK and many of the other western
countries, but this hasn’t always been the case. Around 60 years ago, tobacco advertising was perfectly legal and if you've ever watched the hit US show Mad Men, you’'ve probably already seen a few of the tobacco-related adverts that were created in this time period. This advert for the tobacco brand Chesterfield is perhaps one of the worst, as it
actually uses a political figure (Ronald Reagan) to promote the brand. You can clearly see that in the ad, Ronald (at that time the President of the United States) appears to be wishing all of his smoker friends a Merry Christmas by giving them a pack of Chesterfield to celebrate the occasion. You can see in the ad that Ronald appears to be a smoker of
Chesterfield himself and is telling the world about how they have no unpleasant aftertaste like many other cigarette brands. I'm certainly glad the days of tobacco advertising are over. #9 - Chesterfield (another one!) To show just how out of hand tobacco advertising got in its heyday, I wanted to include yet another advert from the tobacco brand
Chesterfield on this list. If you thought the ad above was bad enough when it used a political and well-respected figure to advocate the use of cigarettes, you can see that this ad goes a step further by using a child in the advertising campaign. This ad promotes Chesterfield cigarettes as the perfect birthday gift for fathers and it uses a child to do this.
In the ad, you can see that the child and his mother have bought the child’s father a pack of Chesterfield for his birthday for three reasons: they’'re milder, they taste better, and they’re cooler. So, this ad not only depicts a child promoting smoking but also talks about how their brand of cigarettes is both cooler and better tasting. It’s certainly
something that we wouldn’t get away with today and, truthfully, we shouldn’t have gotten away with it all those years ago either. #10 - Kenwood Chef Yet another hugely sexist ad is this one from the likes of Kenwood, a brand of kitchen appliances that is still trading today. In particular, this ad is promoting a new appliance from Kenwood named the
Kenwood Chef. Clearly, it’s an electric mixer-type device that many of us likely have in our own homes today. However, when it was introduced by Kenwood, this was a revolutionary device that had the power to do a whole host of tasks automatically that would have only been able to be done by hand previously. So, how do you market a device that
makes cooking easier? Well, you compare it to your wife, of course. The ad runs the copy “The Chef does everything but cook, that’s what wives are for”. It’s an ad that is once again extremely offensive to women, as it makes out that wives are only good for one thing: cooking. The ad features a cheesy-looking married couple, too: the kind of image
that you likely would only see on a poor shopping channel in this day and age. Here are more for your [insert your preferred word here]. ;) #11 - Big Boner Hotdog #12 - Nico Time Cigarettes #13 - The Committee for a Better America #14 - Lucky Tiger #15 - Tiparillo #16 - Lucky Strike Cigarettes (a second one!) #17 - Love’s Baby Soft #18 -
Gillette Safety Razor #19 - 7up #20 - Van Heusen #21 - Fairy Soap #22 - Chlorinol #23 - Cocaine Candy #24 - Hoover #25 - Eiderlon You might think ads are pretty controversial these days and yes, a lot of adverts are a lot more sexual than the ads of the past but, to be honest, I find a lot of the ads mentioned in this post more offensive as quite
simply, a lot of them depict extremely harmful products in extremely enticing ways (such as the Lucky Strikes ad for example). So, although online advertising might still not be so highly regulated, I personally feel that the regulations in place for TV, radio, and print ads are for the best. One thing we don’t want is to be sold cigarettes and other
harmful products (such as cocaine toothache drops) thanks to inventive advertising campaigns. This article was written by Josh, who is an advertising enthusiast with a particular interest in advertising over the years. He now works for the UK printing company DBP on the creative marketing aspect of the business. Originally published in June 2013;
Updated May 2021 Today’s marketers face enormous creative challenges when it comes to designing and promoting print advertisements. Let’s face it, you’'ve probably seen millions of print ads and commercials over the course of your lifetime. You can probably think of a few memorable ads right off the top of your head. And you can probably think
of at least a couple controversial print advertisements too What makes ads and commercials memorable? Commercial ads have more than one purpose. Sure, ads are intended to inform, but they’re also intended to arouse some kind of emotion that propels viewers to take some sort of action like: Buying a product Using a service Donating to a cause
Preventing a sickness or tragedy The most effective marketers are pretty good at creating ads that are controversial, yet non-offensive. Why? Controversies get people talking. They have the potential to create a widespread buzz. From a marketing standpoint, that’s a great thing! Effective marketers also know they need to make a connection with
their audiences. One way to do that is by creating ads that are relevant to current issues or big issues that people are passionate about. It’s the epitome of, “Go big, or go home.” Here’s the problem with controversial advertisements, though. There are two sides (at a minimum) to every controversy. When a marketer appeals to one side, there’s a risk
of offending the other. There are no shortages of opinions in the world, right? It’s a huge balancing act to walk the line between being big and bold without crossing the line that fuels anger and discontentment. Controversial print advertisements that choose a side on sensitive social issues (race, gender, tragic events, stereotypes, etc.) can be a huge
hit or a devastating miss. At the end of the day, marketers that get controversial ads right hail as heroes, and those that fail end up with viral bloopers. To demonstrate our point, we’re giving you a snapshot of 9 of the most controversial ads in recent years, including some effective ads, and a few offensive ads too. In 2015, Protein World launched a
series of ads to promote their protein supplements to users. They released the ad on the London Underground. The caption on one of the posters read, “Are you beach body ready?” It didn’t go over well with the general public. Onlookers blasted negativity on social media over the ad, alleging it promoted an unhealthy body image. It’s on our list of
controversial advertisements because it led to public outrage, vigilantism, and vandalism. Individuals circulated a petition to have the ads removed. The Advertising Standards Authority in the U.K. received 378 complaints about it, and the ad was banned on the basis of making unauthorized health and nutrition claims. Was it worth the risk? Protein
World spent £250,000 on the ad campaign. Their sales skyrocketed to over £1m. You be the judge. Source Benetton Group missed the mark with a controversial ad that showed world leaders kissing. Leaders like Obama, Merkel, and Sarkozy were featured kissing someone else in the ad. The intent of the ad was to speak to the idea of kissing as a
universal symbol of love. The ad ran on billboards the world over. The ad was eye-raising especially considering they’d previously launched a controversial advertisement that depicted a nun and a priest kissing. The ad of Pope Benedict XVI kissing a top Egyptian imam was swiftly condemned by the Vatican and was removed shortly after. The
controversy erupted over an advertiser using photos of world leaders without their consent. Some people went as far as tearing down the ads. Benetton Group ultimately won a prestigious Cannes ad festival award even though they never apologized or withdrew the ad. Source It’s hard to forget Colin Kaepernick and his stance on protesting the
national anthem during football games in 2018 over discrimination against minorities. Nike showed their support by putting up billboards with the tagline “Believe in something. Even if it means sacrificing everything”. Nike failed to recognize that many viewers felt his stance was un-American and that Nike was also un-American. Despite photos on
social media of people destroying Nike products and using the hashtag #JustBurnlt, this is one of the most controversial ads that netted billions in new sales. Source PETA is an acronym for People for Ethical Treatment of Animals. This animal rights activist group didn’t consider that people who viewed their 2009 print ad might consider it unethical
treatment of people. The controversial ad depicted the back of a curvy woman in a two-piece swimsuit and displayed in big, bold letters, “Save the Whales”. The tagline was even worse. It read, “Lose the blubber, go vegetarian”. In an age where the stigma against curvy-girl body types was starting to come into vogue, it outraged the public and they
complained about it in droves. The group eventually took the ads down. Source Dove beauty brand launched a miss with a print ad to promote its new product, VisibleCare Body wash. This controversial print advertisement showed three women standing in front of two posters, one showing dry, scaly skin, and the other depicting smooth, supple skin.
The woman in front of the dry skin pic is black and the woman in front of the smooth skin is white. A mixed-race woman stands between them. Whether it was intentional or not, the ad implied that darker skin is dirty. Later in the year, they repeated their mistake with an offensive ad that showed a black woman gradually turning into a white woman.
Considering the sensitive current issues surrounding Black Lives Matter, ads that remotely hint at discrimination are more controversial and heated than ever. This controversial ad bauble shows how easy brands can damage their reputation. Source People say that you shouldn’t talk about politics or religion in public, and this controversial
advertisement is a prime example of why religion doesn’t have a place in print ads either. Antonio Federici is an ice cream brand that used a print ad to demonstrate how tempting and sexy ice cream is. The ad showed a nun holding a container of the creamy ice cream in a close face-to-face stance with a Chippendale-esque sultry-looking man leaning
into her. The headline read, “Submit to Temptation.” Catholics viewed this promotion as one of their top most controversial ads. The brand removed the ads after many complaints. Source Many women are concerned about their looks, and Bacardi tried to leverage that concept in one of the top most offensive ads for its rum brand. The concept
behind the ad implied that women should go out for a night on the town accompanied by an ugly woman so they’d stand out as the prettier one. The ad shows a magazine cover with a photo of a curvy girl with a bad bob haircut and unattractive glasses in a silly pose. The ad says, “Wanna look amazing this summer? Get your hands on the hotness
boosting accessory now: An ugly girlfriend!” Women everywhere filed complaints and the brand pulled the ad. Source Unilever (the parent company for Dove and Axe) sent shockwaves through the LGBTQ community with a controversial ad that ran in South Africa for Flora, a plant-based butter product. The ad depicted a photo of a bullet heading
straight toward a ceramic human heart-shaped butter dish. The caption reads, “You need a strong heart today.” The idea behind this controversial advertisement is that fathers need to have a strong heart when a son or daughter comes out of the closet as gay. Members of the LGBTQ community expressed sadness and hurt at such a blatantly
offensive ad. Unilever immediately put out a public apology and noted that the ad had been put out by an external agency in South Africa. Source Hacienda, the popular Mexican restaurant chain, struck an awful chord with the public with a controversial ad that referenced the tragic 1978 mass suicide that occurred in Jonestown, Guyana after cult
members drank poisonous Kool-Aid. The ad read, “We’re like a cult with better Kool-Aid.” To make matters worse, the ad displayed a photo of a frothy Margarita adorned with a lime wedge and added the tagline, “To die for!” The Margaritas may have been yummy, but the controversial ad was obviously in poor taste. The ad ran in Indiana for only two
weeks before Hacienda took it down. It never pays to insult your patrons. Source Mother’s Day is one of the most treasured celebrations of the year. Proctor & Gamble decided to capitalize on that fact with a controversial print ad for Mr. Clean. The Ad depicts a woman cleaning a sparkling window and a little girl pointing out the window in
admiration of her efforts. The caption reads, “This Mother’s Day, get back to the job that really matters.” There’s no doubt that being a mother is a job that really matters, but so does being a career woman. The ad didn’t go over well, especially with younger generations. Source Surely, you have your own thoughts about controversial print
advertisements and commercials. Check out ClickGUARD'’s blog for more tools and information about how to create effective advertising campaigns, and sign up for our newsletter to keep you informed on the latest marketing trends. Image caption, Clockwise (left to right): Stills from adverts for Volkswagen Group Ltd, 2009; Barnado's, 2008; The
Christian Party, 2009 (Rex Features); and British Safety Council, 1995The UK's advertising watchdog has released a list of the most complained-about ads of all time. There are some surprising results. Anyone guessing what adverts provoked the most complaints might speculate along the lines of sex, violence, swearing, animal cruelty and
blasphemy. Wrong. A Kentucky Fried Chicken TV advert, which aired in 2005 and featured call centre workers singing with their mouths full of food, is the most complained about of all time.To coincide with its 50th anniversary, the Advertising Standards Authority has collated the 10 adverts from the past half century that have garnered the most
complaints.The KFC ad received a record 1,671. Many people felt it could encourage bad manners among children by the ASA, which ruled it was unlikely to change children's behaviour or undermine parental authority. Among the other most-complained about ads was the famous Opium perfume poster ad of model Sophie Dahl reclining on a fur rug
wearing nothing but a pair of strappy high-heeled shoes and some jewellery. Also making the top 10 were adverts featuring a blind football player kicking a cat across a pitch, a car engineer fighting with versions of himself, and two with religious themes. But earlier controversial trailblazers are conspicuous by their absence. Where for example, is
Benetton, which pioneered the use of "shock tactics" in the 1990s? Numbers of complaints are growing. Over the last five decades the ASA has dealt with around 431,000 complaints - 31,000 were lodged in 2011 alone."In recent years it has become much easier to complain via the web," says Claire Beale, editor of Campaign magazine. And the ad
industry has even invited complaints as it tries to keep its self-regulatory position, argues Beale.Social media now allows momentum to generate a wave of complaints, she suggests. But many of the most controversial themes are familiar ones."There are perennially provocative subjects, sex and children being two of the main ones," Beale says.
"Clearly KFC was trying to create an ad that people talked about, and that stood out in the increasingly crowded ad break. "In doing so, they strayed too far beyond what's reasonably acceptable behaviour in commercials and clearly touched a sensitive nerve with parents who felt they were setting a bad example to children merely to create some
shock value that would raise the profile of the commercial."Media caption, ASA says most complaints are about misleading information on company websites Yves St Laurent's Opium perfume ad saw battle lines drawn over the portrayal of women. It was the brainchild of Tom Ford who described it as a "tasteful nude in the tradition of high art". He
said it was inspired by Woman In White Stockings by 18th Century romantic artist Eugene Delacroix. Supporters, including a number of feminist writers, described it both as a wittily shot image and a tasteful nude by distracting them. The watchdog received 948 complaints and banned the billboard ad after agreeing that it was sexually suggestive
and likely to cause offence. Concerns over "decency"” motivate many complainants, says Sarah Tate, head of brand at Mother creative agency."We haven't really changed that much since the Victorian times - we are offended by bad manners and nudity," she says. "It's basically the dinner party things - you don't talk about religion, get naked or talk
with your mouth full. "It's definitely 'no sex please, we're British'." You can run naked adverts without getting hundreds of complaints, Tate says. Mother created a series featuring Olympic athletes - including cyclist Rebecca Romero - performing their various sports nude. Another featured naked British rugby players."We had no complaints," says
Tate, although some advertisers refused to take some of the posters. "It's down to personal taste about what is seen to be decent. A lot of it is about context."A campaign by the Department of Energy and Climate Change, which aimed to make adults feel guilty about the impact their carbon emissions are having on their children's future, received
more than 939 complaints, making it the ninth most-complained about ad. One ad showed a young girl being read a nightmarish bedtime story by her father about a world blighted by climate change, while two press adverts made use of nursery rhymes. The press ads were banned after ruling that they could not be substantiated by hard evidence.
Charities and public service messages have often prompted complaints, due to the shock tactics often employed. An ad by Barnardo's designed to raise awareness of domestic child abuse and one by the British Safety Council highlighting national condom week feature in the most-complained about list. The Barnardo's TV campaign, which attracted
840 complaints, featured repeated scenes of violence and drug taking which many viewers found upsetting. The complaints were not upheld. The British Safety Council's 1995 leaflet featured the Pope wearing a hard hat with the strap line The Eleventh Commandment: Thou shalt always wear a condom. Nearly 1,200 people complained. The following
year, the council created a storm by featuring a fresh-faced Prince Charles kissing a blushing Princess Diana. "Appearances can be deceptive," ran the copy alongside. "Use a Johnny Condom.""When you are trying to create awareness, there is a fine line between pushing a message and offending people. In some areas, you are just asking for trouble -
such as messing with religion - it's common sense," says Justin Tindall, group executive creative director at Leo Burnett. There were complaints in 2009 about an ad by The Christian Party with the strap line: "There definitely is a God. So join the Christian Party and enjoy your life." It came in response to a humanist ad reading: "There's probably no
God: now stop worrying and enjoy your life." The Christian Party ad attracted 1,204 complaints but they were not upheld by the ASA.The second most-complained about ad ever is for shopping channel Auction World, which attracted 1,360 complaints focusing on poor customer service, misleading guide prices and delays in delivery of goods. The
channel had its licence revoked by Ofcom, after referral from the ASA. Image caption, The Dahl ad was the brainchild of Tom FordNumber six on the list, with 1,088 complaints, is an ad for Marie Stopes International. A number of complainants said the ad, which aired in 2010, promoted abortion. The ASA also received more than 3,600 postcards and
petition signatures because of a campaign by activists before the ad was even broadcast.The complaints were not upheld, with the ASA at the time saying: "We felt it was clear that the advertisers were promoting their post-conception advice service and was neither advocating one course of action over another, nor trivialising the dilemma of an
unplanned pregnancy."A 2008 ad for a Volkswagen Golf - seventh on the all-time list - depicted an engineer fighting multiple versions of himself attracted 1,070 complaints, which were partially upheld. In the ad, the man opens the door to his office to find a man identical to himself. The man punches the engineer in the face and kicks him before a
series of fight scenes, some involving the men using car parts as weapons, take place. At the time Volkswagen said the "highly stylised and choreographed" adverts were not intended to condone violence.The ASA ruled it should not be shown before 9pm.Third on the all-time list was the most complained-about ad of 2010. It featured a team of blind
footballers kicking around a ball with a bell on it until it goes out of play. A cat with a bell wanders onto the pitch, the players restart their game and a painful miaow is heard. This attempt at a blackly humorous scenario from Paddy Power provoked more than 1,300 complaints. It contains two themes that are a classic cause for complaint - depiction
of disabled people, and ill-treatment of an animal. But the ASA ruled that the ad was unlikely to "encourage or condone cruelty to animals or cause serious or widespread offence". But the top 10 is almost enough to make the cynical think that some firms are occasionally setting out to provoke controversy. WARNING: Some readers may find these
adverts distressing Today a call to ban an ‘offensive’ advert for Booking.com was dismissed by the Advertising Standards Authority. Some viewers objected to the way ‘booking’ was used as a substitute swear word in the television ad and complained 2,345 times in total. Despite this, the case was dismissed. Here’s 13 other ads that got viewers hot
under the collar - and whether they were banned or allowed. 13) Phones 4 U advert with the creepy little girl (2011) The advert ‘Little Girl’ received 601 complaints over its ‘irresponsible’, ‘offensive’ and ‘unduly distressing’ content. VERDICT: NOT UPHELD 12) Unilever’s ‘Pot Noodle horn’ advert (2005) The advert, called ‘Bar’ received 620
complaints for its ‘crude, generally tasteless or offensive’ nature. VERDICT: NOT UPHELD 11) Man vomits up dog for Wrigley’s Xcite mints (2003) ‘Dog breath’ advert terrified children and ‘made them feel sick’ leading to more than 700 complaints. VERDICT: ADVERT WITHDRAWN 10) Department of Health’s ‘hooked’ advert (2007) The shocking
anti-smoking advert received 774 complaints for being’offensive, frightening and distressing - particularly to children’. VERDICT: NOT UPHELD 9) Barnardo’s ‘break the cycle’ child abuse advert (2008) This shocking repetition advert was complained about 840 times over its ‘upsetting’ content, which was ‘not suitable for children’. VERDICT: NOT
UPHELD 8) A bed time story (2010) This advert for the Act on CO2 campaign received 939 for it being ‘misleading and scaremongering’. Viewers also said the ad ‘exaggerating the likelihood and impact of extreme weather conditions.” VERDICT: PARTLY UPHELD 7) The fighting engineer (2008) The advert for the Volkswagen Golf got 1,070
complaints for being ‘too violent to be shown on TV before 9pm’. VERDICT: PARTLY UPHELD 6) These girls are ‘late’ abortion advert (2010) This Marie Stopes advert received 1,054 complaints for ‘promoting abortion’. VERDICT: NOT UPHELD 5) Blind footballers kicking a cat (2010) Paddy Power makes this list twice, and this is the first with 1,091
complaints. Viewers believed the advert was ‘offensive to blind people and could promote animal cruelty’. VERDICT: NOT UPHELD 4) There is definitely a God (2009) Atheists took exception to this Christian Party advert, saying that it couldn’t be proven. The advert received 1,204 complaints in total. VERDICT: NOT UPHELD 3) Emergency call centre
workers stuffing their mouths with KFC chicken (2005) This advert upset people because it encouraged ‘bad manners in children’. The advert was for a time the most controversial of all time with 1,671 complaints. VERDICT: NOT UPHELD 2) Holiday advert for ‘Booking.com’ (2015) Complaints hit 2,345 for this advert, making it the second-most
complained about of all time. Viewers objected to the use of the word ‘booking’ apparently substituted in place of a swear word. The advert was also shown during children’s programmes such as Harry Potter, Paddington and Night At The Museum, which really riled everyone up. Despite this, Advertising Standards cleared the travel website.
VERDICT: NOT UPHELD 1) Oscar Time: Money Back If He Walks (2014) This Paddy Power poster, currently the most controversial advert ever, received 5,525 complaints after appearing in The Sun on Sunday for being ‘insensitive by trivialising the issues surrounding a murder trial, the death of a woman and also disability’. VERDICT: UPHELD Are
British people too prudish? Yes! These adverts are fine No! These are horrible specimens Bold ads spark debate, ignite conversations, and often go viral. But they also carry risks—when done right, they elevate brands; when miscalculated, they trigger backlash. At Vidico, we’ve seen how brands like Spotify, Square, and TikTok use controversy to
captivate audiences and amplify reach. In this article, we break down the most controversial commercials of all time—ads that challenged norms, sparked movements, and kept audiences talking long after they aired. Let’s dive in. Top 15 of the Most Controversial Advertisements Ever 1. General Motors’ “Robot Suicide” Commercial In 2007, General
Motors found itself embroiled in controversy following the airing of its Super Bowl ad. The TV commercial featured a line robot hurling itself off a bridge after being terminated by the car manufacturer for failing to fulfill its duties. While the commercial highlighted GM’s dedication to quality, the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention criticized
it, stating that it conveyed a dangerous and wrong message. In response to the backlash, General Motors swiftly withdrew the ad from circulation just five days after its initial airing. Get personalized video recommendations Access a free, video strategy session to get a 360-degree view of the kind of video content that’s right for your product and
marketing strategy. 2. PETA’s “Last Longer” Commercial The nonprofit organization PETA has a reputation for pushing boundaries with its advertisements, and its 2016 Super Bowl commercial certainly made waves. The NSFW (Not Safe For Work) ad depicted two couples engaged in sexual activity, with one couple identified as meat eaters and the
other as vegans. The premise of the commercial was to suggest that individuals who abstain from eating meat have longer-lasting sexual encounters, a claim not supported by scientific evidence. However, ad executives deemed the controversial commercial too explicit for television and ultimately banned its airing. 3. Love’s Baby Soft “Innocence Is
Sexier Than You Think.” The ad begins with the statement, “There’s only one person nobody can resist, and that’s a baby,” accompanied by a woman licking a lollipop. The narrator then proceeds to describe the baby growing up to be “very sexy,” which is very creepy. They sell products like lotion, baby powder, mist, and foaming baths. 4. Holiday
Inn’s “Bob Johnson” Superbowl Commercial In this commercial, Holiday Inn compares billion-dollar hotel renovations and a scenario at a class reunion. The scene depicts a tall, blonde transgender woman catching the attention of her peers, with the narrator remarking, “It’s amazing the changes you can make for a few thousand dollars.” As one of
the male classmates realizes the woman'’s identity as “Bob Johnson,” he visibly shudders. The Super Bowl commercial elicited mixed reactions from the LGBTQ+ community. While some appreciated the attempt to showcase inclusivity, others found the portrayal of transgender individuals as objects of shock or ridicule offensive. Due to the controversy
and backlash it generated, the commercial was eventually pulled from circulation by Holiday Inn. 5. Dove’s “Real Beauty” Facebook Ad Dove’s “Real Beauty” Facebook ad sparked outrage when it appeared on social media timelines. The ad featured a sequence where a Black woman lifted her shirt, and within three seconds, she transformed into a
white woman. Subsequently, when the white woman lifted her shirt, she transformed into a Latin woman. Many viewers were left puzzled by the ad’s message about the cosmetics company, with some interpreting it as racially insensitive or even racist [1]. The confusion and backlash prompted Dove to issue an apology for the controversy surrounding
the Facebook post. The company released a statement and apologized for any offense caused by the ad’s imagery. 6. SalesGenie’s “Talking Pandas” Sales Genie’s animated ad stirred up controversy. It featured talking pandas with exaggerated Asian accents attempting to save their bamboo furniture shack from closure. However, the ad was met with
widespread criticism, with viewers labeling it offensive and racist. In response to the outcry, the company’s chairman, Vinod Gupta, who had penned the controversial commercial himself, took swift action. Recognizing the ad’s offensive nature, Gupta decided to pull it from the airwaves. Need more commercial examples? With Vidico's free swipe file,
finding inspiration becomes a coffee break task. No more endless scrolling! Find curated videos that give you a fresh perspective, tailored to what you need. 7. Coinbase QR Code Commercial In 2022, a cryptocurrency advertisement was dubbed one of the most “annoying” and controversial Super Bowl commercials. The ad featured a simple concept:
a color-changing QR code slowly traversing a black screen. When scanned, the QR code directed viewers to the Coinbase website, where they were greeted with the message: “Less talk, more Bitcoin.” 8. Pot Noodle’s “The Horn” Commercial UK In 2005, a noodle company gained notoriety for its controversial commercials, with the “Horn” ad being
the final straw for many disapproving viewers in the UK. The ad depicted a man walking into a social gathering with a horn concealed in his pants, resulting in humorous events. Allegedly, the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) got the ad banned following public outcry. Learn how to craft thought-provoking ads that drive real impact. Let’s explore
what works, what doesn’t, and how to push creative boundaries—schedule your free strategy call with Vidico today. 9. Popchips and Ashton Kutcher’s “Dating Video” Commercial Supposedly, dating and chips go hand in hand, so Popchips thought it would be fitting for Ashton Kutcher to portray various dating candidates in their ad campaign.
However, among the characters Kutcher played was an Indian man named Raj, which sparked a wave of disapproval from viewers. Many perceived the portrayal as racist, leading to widespread criticism of the ad. Eventually, the ad was pulled from circulation. 10. “Felicia the Goat” Commercials Who would have thought that a “hip-hop” goat named
Felicia would become the center of one of the most offensive commercials ever made? In the three-part series, the goat engages in a series of controversial scenes, including fighting with a server, pull covered by a police officer, and being placed in a police lineup consisting solely of Black suspects. Despite Tyler’s assertion that the commercials were
not racist, the company sparked controversies and social media backlash. 11. Pepsi’s “Global Message of Unity” Yes, it’s the infamous Pepsi commercial. Kendall Jenner handing someone a soda during a protest for justice, police brutality, and rights isn’t exactly the best way to promote unity. Pepsi swiftly removed the commercial after facing
significant criticism [2]. Their “Live for Now” advertising campaign, which lasted a mere 24 hours before being pulled, featured a two-and-a-half-minute ad depicting a diverse group of young people protesting about police officers and everything... something ambiguous. Given the context of the ongoing Black Lives Matter movement at the time, it’s
not difficult to guess what Pepsi was trying to portray. In response to the outcry, Pepsi promptly yanked the ad featuring Kendall Jenner and apologized. 12. Carl’s Jr. “All Natural Burger” Some might argue that Carl’s Jr. had a fixation on sexism and toxic masculinity in their commercials. In a 2015 ad, a model strolls through a farmer’s market
completely naked, with strategically placed items covering certain areas of her beach-body-ready figure. The ad even delivered the punchline, “She’s not the only one all-natural,” as the company introduced its new burger. 13. Bristol Dry Gin’s “Lootin’ Shootin'” UK Ad A gin brand in the UK controversially decided to market its alcohol through
protests and riots. Although it wasn’t a commercial, their tweet stated, “When the shooting starts, the looting starts. Voted No. 1 gin by rioters for its complex botanical mix and high flammability.” Looking to create a high-impact commercial? Brands trust Vidico to deliver commercials that engage and convert. Get a quick, no-obligation quote today
and start planning your next campaign with confidence. 14. Burger King - Women Belong in the Kitchen It seems like Burger King forgot how Twitter works because, in 2021, Burger King posted a tweet stating, “Women belong in the kitchen.” Why would Burger King post something so blatantly misogynistic? Upon reading the attached replies, users
discovered that the initial tweet was intended to draw attention to the fact that only 20% of chefs are women. The Burger King commercial highlights the need for more opportunities for women to pursue culinary careers. Unfortunately, Burger King failed to recognize that most Twitter users scroll through their feeds rather than delving into content
deeply. As a result, thousands of users saw Burger King endorsing sexism instead of promoting equality. Not a great video marketing strategy, BK! 15. Nivea - White is Purity Sometimes, you encounter a controversial ad campaign and wonder, “How did they not realize how bad this sounds?” In 2017, German skincare brand NIVEA faced swift
criticism when it uploaded its new social media advertising campaign. Users quickly pointed out that the slogan “white is purity” could be interpreted in a problematic way [3]. The ad was intended to promote NIVEA’s invisible deodorant, presumably highlighting that the product wouldn’t leave stains on white clothing. However, many consumers
understandably didn’t see it that way. It’s unclear how no one at NIVEA noticed the racial undertones in this commercial, but they promptly acknowledged their mistake and launched into damage control mode. After the company issued an apology, NIVEA attempted to salvage the situation by adding a section on “inclusivity” to its core values.
However, some viewed this as a disingenuous attempt to quell the public backlash. Key Elements of a Controversial Advertising Campaign Sensitive Topics: Campaigns that touch on sensitive or taboo subjects, such as religion, politics, or social issues, are more likely to spark controversies. These topics can evoke strong emotions and opinions from
audiences. Offensive Content: Advertising that contains offensive or inappropriate content, such as racism, sexism, or discrimination, is highly likely to provoke backlash from consumers and the public. Shock Value: Some advertisers intentionally use shock tactics to grab attention and generate buzz. However, if these tactics are perceived as
gratuitous or insensitive, they can backfire and lead to controversies. Misinterpretation: Sometimes, advertisers intend one message with their campaign, but the audience interprets it differently. This can occur due to ambiguity, cultural differences, or unintended connotations. Cultural Insensitivity: Campaigns that lack cultural sensitivity or fail to
consider their audience’s diverse backgrounds and perspectives can cause offense and debate. Ethical Concerns: Advertising that raises ethical concerns or challenges societal norms may attract debate. This could include campaigns that glamorize harmful behavior or promote unrealistic beauty standards. Lack of Transparency: An advertising
campaign perceived as deceptive or misleading can lead to backlash. Consumers expect honesty and transparency from brands. Do Controversial Ad Campaigns Actually Work? Controversial ad campaigns often attract attention, generate buzz, increase brand visibility, and raise awareness. In some cases, the controversies surrounding an ad can
spark mixed reviews and debates, keeping the brand in people’s minds. Controversial campaigns may appeal to a target audience that appreciates edgy or provocative content. However, the success of a controversial ad ultimately depends on how it resonates with the audience and whether it aligns with the brand’s values and image. “A well-made
video can elevate your brand, can drive engagement and conversions, and deliver a substantial return.” - Michael Pirone, Co-founder, Vidico While some controversial campaigns may achieve their intended goals, others can backfire and damage their reputation if perceived as offensive, insensitive, or in poor taste. Therefore, advertisers must
carefully weigh the potential benefits and risks of creating a controversial campaign and ensure it effectively communicates the intended message without alienating or offending their audience. FAQs What is the purpose of controversial ads? Controversial ads serve various purposes, including grabbing attention, sparking discussions, and generating
buzz for the brand’s products. They often aim to stand out in a crowded advertising landscape by taking a bold stance or addressing provocative topics. However, they can also risk alienating or offending certain audience segments, leading to backlash and negative publicity. What types of advertisements can be offensive? Advertisements can be
offensive when they contain insensitive, discriminatory, or culturally inappropriate content. This can include depictions of racial inequality, enslavement of African-Americans, shouting the f-word, not respecting the national anthem, young boy or girl violence, too much exposure to chest hair or beach-body figures, or other forms of discrimination that
evoke strong negative reactions from viewers. Offensive ads like Coolest Monkey in the Jungle and Twelve Years of enslaved person can damage a brand’s reputation and lead to boycotts or public outrage, undermining the intended marketing objectives. Why can challenging or controversial ads gain attention? Challenging or controversial ads can
gain attention because they disrupt expectations and provoke emotional responses from viewers. These ads can capture people’s interest and generate widespread discussion and debate by tackling controversial topics or pushing boundaries. Additionally, creating controversy can attract media coverage and social media attention, amplifying the ad’s
reach and impact. Key Takeaways The most controversial commercials can be a double-edged sword for advertisers. While they have the potential to grab attention, spark discussions, and generate buzz for a brand or product, they also carry significant risks. Controversial ads may alienate or offend certain audience segments, leading to backlash,
negative publicity, and damage to a brand’s reputation. Therefore, advertisers must carefully consider the potential benefits and drawbacks of creating controversial content, ensuring that it aligns with their brand values and effectively communicates their message without crossing ethical or cultural boundaries. Ensure your message resonates with
your audience and aligns with your brand values [4]. Let Vidico craft a compelling and thought-provoking campaign for your business. Use our VidiFit Quiz today to explore the possibilities! References: Controversial ads can be a success. After all, sometimes a little controversy can be a good thing. People do say “There’s no such thing as bad
publicity”. But if you're a marketer looking to introduce a little controversy into your latest campaign, remember that there’s a fine line between the worst and best ad campaigns in history. Only the worst and most controversial ads have made this list. These massive advertising fails got us thinking about how these ads even qualified for a wider
audience... we are looking at you World Wildlife Fund! Thankfully the failures of others can become a learning opportunity for your future advertising. We can all learn from these controversial ads - what common problems do these ads share? and how can your next ad campaign avoid making our next list of bad ads? White to Black. By Business
Insider Year: 2004Media: Television, Print, Experiments Yes, that’s right, the same ad campaign that made it on the Best Ad Campaigns is also listed here. When you are running a campaign that spans 16 years, you are bound to make some mistakes on the way. Especially when your focus topic is a social issue. However this campaign earned Dove
the racist ads red card. In 2017, Dove delivered this advertisement, demonstrating that a black woman could become white by using their products... If the goal was to take us back one hundred years, they successfully achieved it! Example of PR involvement after the blow. By BBC News. It has an obvious, although according to Dove unintentional,
racist message. What made this especially bad for Dove was that a similar controversy occurred in 2011 including more racist ads in the Real Beauty Campaign. C’'mon people, learn from your mistakes! Pay attention to symbolism in your videos, words, and imagery. Even a positive message like beauty equality can get buried under bad press if your
message is not on point. If you are unsure whether your ad has problematic undertones, it may be worthwhile hiring a diversity consultant to ensure that you are not unintentionally offending people. People remember these types of mistakes, and they can do lasting damage to your brand. Take the Day off ladies, Mr. Clean’s got you! Image from
Business Insider Procter & Gamble present: Shameless Sexist ads. Why not celebrate Mother’s day with a friendly sexist reminder that cleaning is a woman’s job? P&G’s brand, Mr. Clean, delivered an ad of a smiling mother and daughter cleaning a surface with the slogan “This Mother’s Day, get back to the job that really matters.” The ad was just
plain confusing: what exactly was P&G trying to imply here? That teaching your daughter her place in society (cleaning up after a man) is the most important job a woman has? They tried to amend this message with a new ad, featuring the tagline “You gotta love a man who cleans.” ...throw in another gender stereotype! Solid effort guys, especially
when the media should be lifting women up, not holding them down. Beautiful gender stereotypes at their best. The assumption in both ads is that women do the cleaning, and should be happy if a man lifts a finger. The use of gender stereotypes conveyed a sexist message, which is damaging for any brand. However, the sexism of the ad seemed a
strange choice for P&G - if you believe women should do the cleaning, then surely they are also your target customer? So why would you try to alienate them with sexism? Do better P&G! Don’t be sexist! If you are creating original content for an ad campaign, proofread your content and consider what message you’'re sending out before clicking
‘Publish’. If you're unsure, connecting with your target audience might be a good idea. Focus groups are a great way to trial an ad campaign before releasing them to the unforgiving media market. Image courtesy of The Guardian In 2015, the geniuses at Bloomingdales decided to sprinkle their Christmas catalogue with some festive date rape jokes.
Earning them a solid place in the sexist ads hall of fame. The print ad that read ‘Spike your best friend’s eggnog when they’'re not looking’ was instantly condemned and people on social media did not hold back. The holiday season turned into a PR disaster for the department store, who published an apology in response. Not revealing who the brain
behind the operation was, nor admitting or denying if too much holiday eggnog led to this disaster. In the words of Ice Cube - “check yo self before you wreck yo self”, Bloomingdales! People let Bloomingdales know their ad wasn’t cool A distasteful use of inappropriate humor to sell their product range was just insulting. Bloomingdales was a brand
with a solid and long-standing reputation. Why did they decide to throw it away over such a small detail? Again, take a good look at your content people! The lack of attention to detail is what sunk this campaign. Anyone taking a second look over this message could have spotted the problem. Bloomingdales failed to understand the importance of
messaging. Ask yourself, what is the message I am putting out there? Is this appropriate? Do I want to associate this with my brand? A massive low blow. Image courtesy of Campaign Brief Year: 2008Media: Print, Video This one might be the #1 on our list of controversial ads. No one likes the person that always tries to “one-up” people’s stories, “you
think you have it bad? When I was...” The World Wildlife Fund managed to incorporate this attitude (but on steroids) into their marketing campaign, “Tsunami” To bring awareness to the destruction and number of lives lost in the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, the WWF used an image of airplanes crashing into NY skyscrapers. Making the point that
more lives were lost in the tsunami than in the 9/11 terror attack. This ad was so terrible that everyone involved refused to accept responsibility for it. From claims of not knowing how it got made, to blaming less experienced employees. To one-up this print disaster, a video commercial was also made and entered for the Cannes Film Festival.
“Crickets” 12 years have passed but extremely bad ads such as these still live on the internet. The use of a tragic event to make a point is the obvious problem. Such a negative association brings attention away from both the tsunami and the good that the WWF does in wildlife conservation. This tactic did not pay off for the brand, the agency involved,
or the hope of bringing attention to a natural disaster. The aim of any campaign should be to attract positive attention to your brand, building a positive reputation. Controversial ads only work if they work for the brand. A campaign is made for your audience, consider what they want to see and what feelings you ultimately want to convey. The poor
guys SSN is still online. Image courtesy of Wired LifeLock, an American data protection company, sent out a public dare in 2006 to steal the identity of their CEO Todd Davis. The company created a billboard campaign that included his social security number to demonstrate just how safe their services really were. A bright idea to clearly
demonstrate the benefits of your service, right? We especially loved the caption “No, I'm not crazy. I'm just sure our system works.” Well, think again Todd! Davis ended up being the victim of identity theft 13 times in 4 years. Proving the exact opposite of the campaign’s objective. To top that, the company then had to pay a $12 Million fine for their
unethical ads due to false advertising. Unfortunately, the theme of unethical ads continued, resulting in a $100 Million settlement to the FTC in 2015. [Get our checklist to avoid Email Fraud] Ever wonder what this guy is doing today? Source: Hackernoon Let’s first address the fact that when you have blind confidence in your product and service
things can go wrong. The message sent out in the ad was clearly deceptive. Fortunately for consumers, the company’s claims were debunked with humorous consequences. Revealing their use of false, unethical ads. We get the point of some controversial ads BUT do not blindly trust your own product when making a billboard-sized statement.
Continuously test your product to ensure it is providing the value you claim to your customers. Communicate the value of your product and service and maybe avoid lying to current and future customers. No one: Pepsi: Pepsi fixes any problem Year: 2017Media: Television PepsiCo has not typically been known for producing bad ads, but this one was a
total misfire. Released in 2017, the Pepsi ad made the headlines for piggybacking of the Black Lives Matter movement to promote their product. With a can of Pepsi, model Kendall Jenner solves all of America’s social problems. That powerful sip of Pepsi puts an end to racism, police brutality, and probably some other unidentified social issues. That’s
how powerful Pepsi is. The ad was pulled by the brand after the marketing campaign was condemned for trivializing Black Lives Matter. The company later released a public apology. A Pepsi and a Model solve world problems. Courtesy of NY Times. There are two ways to approach a problematic social issue. One way, which this campaign
demonstrates ever so subtly, is taking advantage of the social issue to promote a product. On the other hand, supporting a social movement with a clear message is a whole different thing. Strive for the latter if you want to avoid being publicly shamed for promoting your brand with controversial ads. Pepsi was widely discredited, hurting purchase
consideration for the brand for years. Increasing sales when promoting a product is usually the end goal. In the end, throwing your reputation under the bus while you are at it is not the best idea. Pepsi believed that capitalizing on a social movement in order to make short-term gains was more important than taking the time to think through their
strategy. Not something we recommend. If starvation wasn’t a gamble enough. Courtesy of Independent. Year: 2018Media: Internet Charity or the Hunger Games? Why is a Mastercard charity on the list of controversial ads you ask? Mastercard made a statement during the World Cup that with every goal Lionel Messi and Neymar ]Jr scored, the
company would donate 10,000 meals to children in Latin America and the Caribbean. The tactic to gamify starvation was condemned by people, gaining negative attention from professionals in marketing and PR for its tone-deaf attitude. After a while, Mastercard dropped the campaign, just as well since the two stars only scored three goals between
them. Neymar’s face when he realized he’s Katniss. Courtesy of Independent. The message was so incredibly twisted! A company with double-digit revenue growth made a charity for starvation into a ‘will they, won’t they’ death trap. A lack of judgement on their behalf in an attempt to gain publicity. C’mon, you're already the World Cup’s largest
sponsor. We see you! Social issues are a tough area. If you are taking advantage of them to promote your business, just skip it and find a better solution. Be authentic and sincere. Your brand image, PR team, and the world will thank you. Nivea’s racist ad. Image courtesy of BBC. Year: 2017Media: Print, Internet “White is purity. Keep it clean, keep
bright. Don’t let anything ruin it.” If that doesn’t earn Nivea the racist ads red card, what will? It’s hardly shocking that the only positive attention this campaign slogan only got was from the alt-right. The campaign got shared on social media with the quote “#Nivea: the official moisturizer/anti-perspirant of the #AltRight.” Ironically, Nivea’s
reputation was dragged through the dirt, and the campaign condemned by the public. Nivea pulled the plug on the controversial ad immediately.The campaign, meant for release in the Middle East, was scrapped and a pathetic apology was released by the brand claiming the bad ad was “misleading”. The Internet picked this one up quickly. Image
courtesy of The Daily Mail How the racist connotations failed to surface during the creative process is surprising, to say the least. Controversial connotations like these can harm customers’ perception of your brand. For Nivea, a wholesome family-friendly product, the damage in perception was huge... Sensor your content and message. It’s better in
the long run to scrap a questionable campaign than running a problematic campaign and having to earn back your customers’ trust. If you operate an international business, the unethical operations of those branches can still damage your brand. No company exists in a bubble anymore. If it’s your name on the product, you own the responsibility for
it. Appropriate. Image from Pinterest “Cheat on your girlfriend, not on your workout”. What an inspiring statement. This series of controversial ads was only used in Germany but gained global social media attention for its repulsive message. Compared to other sexist ads the brand’s message was the most out-there. Stated in writing, the brand
could not hide behind “unfortunate” symbolism. Social media users boycotted the brand, demanding an apology and that the campaign be pulled. Hours later Reebok did just that, apologizing for the campaign ever appearing at all. This wasn’t the first time Reebok released a controversial ad though, the below image was released as part of a
campaign for Reebok Russia. Whilst we won’t translate the crude slogan Reebok went with, you’ll have to trust us when we say it’s very, very problematic. A brand should never give its audience bad advice. Locker room talk, boys will be boys, and all that BS does not belong in marketing (or anywhere, for that matter). Reebok failed to realise that
anyone other than misogynists would not find this ad funny. Encouraging your audience is a great way to build trust and speak to individuals. Limiting that encouragement to doing good, helping others, and staying healthy is an even better approach. Ensuring that your messaging aligns with the values of your target customers is critical in a

it. Reese’s Pieces Love Child campaign was probably meant for an audience trying to quit those delicious pieces. A sequel to this controversial, and later banned, Skittles commercial. As beautiful as childbirth is and as delicious as those peanut butter pieces are, the combination of the two, is just so wrong. What was the marketing objective here?
What sick mind dreamt up this twisted concept? When constructing a campaign, there are a few key questions you should try to answer, who is this for? What action do I want people to take? Learn from this example, undoubtedly the desired action was not for people to put down the product and go vomit. [Read More about 2020 Coronavirus Ad
Campaigns] One of many sexist AXE ads. Image from Pinterest Year: 2013Media: Television Another award winning ‘boys will be boys’ campaign for the sexist ads category. This time a video commercial starting with a group of men unable to stay focused on their work as beautiful women in revealing clothing surround them. As the men mindlessly
stare at these women they become increasingly heated. But don’t despair human male, AXE to the rescue. The caption reads, “It helps guys keep their cool... before it’s too late.” Wait, was that a threat? As this ad falls into the banned ads category, a copy of the ad was not available. The undertones of victim-blaming are paralleled beautifully with
the implication of sexual assault. Controversial ads are nothing new for AXE, in fact, there are many examples. One of the AXE’s banned ads. The brand uses sexist messages and stereotypes to sell its product. In fact, AXE was well-known for its tasteless marketing and unethical ads before the release of this specific ad campaign. The number of
banned ads produced by AXE is unknown, but the fact that there is more than one hints that the brand might be better off trying a different approach. In 2017, AXE finally gave up its commitment to sexism, promoting its reformed strategy in the hopes of earning new customer segments. Ok, AXE loves its controversial ads BUT a brand’s reputation is
its legacy. Admitting to your mistakes and changing direction may work better than repeating the same marketing tactic over and over again, expecting different results. That is afterall the definition of insanity. Beer commercials can be racist too Year: 2018Media: Print and Television In 2018 Heineken made its debut in the racist ads category. It’s
as if the marketing department at Heineken saw the high engagement rates of Nivea’s ‘White is Purity’ campaign and decided to copy their message (of course, that engagement was overwhelmingly negative). The ad begins with a bar. The bartender notices a light-skinned lady at the end of the bar. He slides a beer her way. The beer slides past more
than a few black people before finally stopping at the light-skinned lady. Then the tagline reads, “Sometimes lighter is better”. Seriously, who is qualifying this stuff for distribution?! For a beer that is “enjoyed in 192 countries”, you’d think they were be a little more sensitive to issues of racism. Chance the Rapper had something to say about this



stunt. Image from PR Daily. For Heineken, this bad advertisement qualifies for the racist ads category, displaying clear symbolic segregatation between black and white people, including reference to race in the slogan. Let’s get real, a message with connotations to inequality, promoting one race as “better” isn’t going to elevate your brand. Pay
attention to signs and symbols. Semiotics in advertising focuses on the non-verbal symbols that spark emotion. Unspoken symbolism can grab more attention than what is said. Consider what might be inferred by your ad before distributing it. Although in this case, paying attention to the written content would have been advisable too. What? Courtesy
of the Drum. Year: 2016Media: Internet A not so #BrutallyRefreshing advertising campaign. Some sexist ads have a clear audience or intended purpose. This one did not. Sprite took over the Joe.ie news website with an interesting approach to selling their refreshing lemon-lime drink. The bad banner ads displayed slogans such as “She’s seen more
ceilings than Michelangelo” and “A 2 at 10 is a 10 at 2!”. What was the message for Sprite and who is the audience here? We think this guy got it right. Coca-Cola apologised for the campaign, which was taken down due to multiple complaints of sexism and misogyny. Courtesy of the Drum. Apart from being sexist, the ad campaign was completely
thoughtless. It didn’t seem to target anyone. Where does Sprite even fit into the equation with these sexist comments? If you are determined to sell with sex then just get to the point. “Rehydrate for round two” or even “Sex, sex, sex, Sprite” does not shame anyone. Whilst sex might still sell, it isn’t always appropriate. Regardless of the purpose of
your advertisement, be sure your message is clear and targets a specific audience. There should be more thought put into marketing than just slapping a quote or two on your website and calling it an ad campaign. Mega-cringe Year: 2011Media: Television WTF is happening? Is what you’ll be asking yourself after watching this bad advertisement. A
creepy family sing-along to some pretty disturbing lyrics, “Oh so smooth; love them soft; squidgy squidgy baby!” Haribo rolled out this disaster to promote their Super Mix. The cringe-tastic ad was, thankfully, pulled shortly after its release. Mega-cringe part 2: the remix Haribo attempted a catchy jingle that would make people remember their candy,
but the only memorable impression they made was a place on the bad ads list. However, Haribo is known for campaigns focused on controversy and satire. So this campaign made them a winner in the consistency game. Jingles have been studied by psychologists due to their ‘stickiness’ and they can be a great way to keep your product top-of-mind.
Getting consumers singing your slogan like McDonald’s did with “i’m lovin it” is a marketers dream. Dial down the creepiness Haribo and you might have better luck with your music career. No, I'm not. Image from Campaign Live The messaging here was clear - you are not Beach Body Ready unless you look like this model whose job it is to have a
perfect body. The campaign was featured on billboards in the London Underground, before being banned by the mayor of London. A petition against the campaign quickly attracted more than 70.000 signatures, however Protein World remained unapologetic. Applauding their own marketing team on social media, the brand stuck with the
campaign.Protein World even launched a skyscraper-sized billboard in New York later that year. A gigantic “middle-finger” to the haters overseas. The banned ads arrive in NYC. Courtesy of Imgur The company was criticised for promoting a controversial ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to body image, perpetuating unrealistic beauty standards. The
campaign had undertones of body shaming, and was considered dangerous by many for indirectly promoting eating disorders. Additionally, the campaign failed to deliver a meaningful message to the target audience. A good campaign will not jeopardise your brand’s integrity. The learning lesson here is to understand how to appeal to your audience
without gambling with your reputation. If your product relates to self-improvement, you can centre a campaign around that without implying that the audience is not good enough to begin with. Better together or safer apart? Courtesy of Adage Year: 2020Media: Social Media The coronavirus pandemic has put a lot of strain people’s lives all over the
world. So, McDonald’s naturally took this as an opportunity to make some money out of the situation. In what McDonald’s claim was a show of solidarity, the company redesigned their logo, separating the iconic golden arches. The intended purpose was to promote social distancing and customer safety, allegedly. The campaign created a Twitter
storm, with users of the platform pointing out the obvious cash-grab from McDonald’s. Following a backlash, McDonald’s removed all evidence of the campaign. This was replaced with ads for delivery services, an actual solution to the social distancing problem. “How about pay your workers a living wage” This campaign wanted customers to believe
that McDonald’s were supporting them, but it just came across as disingenuous and exploitative. Altering the brands logo (a marketing tactic McDonald’s often employs) just appeared dismissive of the scale of the pandemic. How was this supposed to help anybody? The tone-deaf nature of the ad didn’t encourage customers to practice social
distancing, it just put more distance between the brand and its customers. If you're a huge global corporation looking to capitalize on a pandemic, you might want to think about how you can do that whilst also helping people. McDonald’s had the resources to genuinely help people through a really tough period. From a marketing perspective, this
could have generated a strong sense of customer loyalty. Instead, they tried the quick fix and it massively back-fired. Treat customers with respect, they’re smarter than some marketers seem to think. Read the room Norwegian Cruise Lines. Courtesy of Washington Post Year: 2020Media: Print, Social Media If cruising used to feel like a luxury, it
might seem more like a prison during the pandemic. Imagine being trapped on a cramped ship with hundreds of untested passengers and no access to medical services. This ad encouraged customers to ‘escape it all’ with a tropical vacation at a time when everybody was supposed to be shielding to safeguard collective health. This was seen by many
as an irresponsible act on the part of the company. By conducting business as usual, NCL was putting their customers lives at risk. That’s not something we recommend if you want to have repeat business. A whistle-blower even claimed that NCL instructed sales agents to say that COVID-19 could not survive in hot weather (taking a page out of
Donald Trump’s book in the process). Furious customers take to social media. The results of this coronavirus bad ad: Trouble in Paradise. Frankly, the product that NCL was selling was just not what consumers wanted at the time. Instead of pretending everything was normal, NCL needed to adapt to the situation they were in. Customers felt that NCL
acted too flippantly in the face of global health concerns. The company lost a lot of trust with its loyal customers, with the overarching sentiment that NCL simply did not care about their safety. Never throw away your brand integrity for the sake of short-term profits unless you want to end up in the unethical ads hall of fame. Le sigh... Courtesy of
Washington Post Year: 2018Media: E-commerce Another major international brand with global name recognition, another racist advertisement scandal due to a lack of consideration. Seriously, just hire a diversity consultant, people! In 2018, H&M released an e-commerce feature image of a young black boy wearing a hoodie with the logo “The
Coolest Monkey in the Jungle”. For those who don’t know, this type of imagery has historically had very serious and hurtful racist undertones. The apparent thoughtlessness H&M displayed caused consumers to question the diversity policies of H&M'’s entire operation. Who was in the room when this image was greenlit? Are there only white people in
decision-making roles at H&M? Global news coverage for the campaign First of all, the undertones of the ad are so deeply offensive that no one should ever have seen it. But more than that, the misfire hurt H&M's reputation and bottom line. Many of their ambassadors cut ties with the brand, saying they did not want to be associated with racism.
H&M was forced to publicly apologise. The campaign generated a lot of awareness for the brand, but not in the way they wanted. In a globalized society, it’s so important to be cognizant of the message your brand communicates. Showing sensitivity to consumers from a broad range of cultural and ethnic backgrounds will pay off in the long-term. A
tweet is forever... Courtesy of Simple Flying Year: 2020Media: Social Media, Job Platforms RyanAir responded to the perceived failure of the Irish government to formulate a consistent strategy on international travel during the COVID pandemic. Hoping to publicly mock this failure, RyanAir put out a controversial ad disguised as a real job vacancy
listing. The ad emphasised the lack of experience required for the job. RyanAir had been expecting a warm reception, but the public felt very differently. They saw it as a cheap shot at a government trying to protect its citizens. The backlash across social media platforms was fierce, and RyanAir quickly removed the ad. Tastelessness just isn’t the
word... Courtesy of The Irish Post At a time when societies needed to come together, RyanAir appeared intent on tearing it apart. This seemed all the more toxic to consumers given that many were still fighting battles with RyanAir to get refunds on COVID-cancelled flights. RyanAir had been tightening its refund policy during COVID, but at times flip-
flopped on this policy due to customer complaints. The ad therefore came across as somewhat hypocritical. The bad ad campaign only furthered the perception that RyanAir was out of touch with its customer base and only interested in safeguarding its own profits. They say “you shouldn’t throw stones in glass houses”, and in RyanAir’s case this is
exactly what happened. Ultimately, this ad only highlighted RyanAir’s weaknesses, which is probably the opposite of what any successful ad campaign should do. When you know you need to change agencies. Image from Pinterest Whether you are new to marketing or an industry veteran, we can all learn something from these campaign ads. The main
issues we’ve identified in these controversial ads were: False advertisementRacist adsExploitation of social issuesSexist adsNegative encouragementUnethical ads In today’s interconnected world, brands must focus on quality assurance now more than ever. Reputational damage is no longer limited to the place or time that the controversy occurred. It
lives forever on the internet. Campaign messaging is as much subliminal as it is about what is said. Special attention should be paid to semiotics in advertising. Your non-verbal message isn’t invisible. But just as bad ads live forever now, so to do the best ads. Some controversial ads have changed consumer perceptions, or even entire industries.

Don’t stop making ads, just make sure you double-check them before they go live! Running an ad campaign in the digital age is a tricky business. Between radio advertising, print ads, and digital marketing, everyone has a platform in the modern day. Make an advert that’s forgettable, and you can guarantee it’ll be forgotten. Businesses need to be a
little more daring if they hope to stand out from the crowd.Controversy is like a balancing act. Walk the perilous tightrope correctly, and you’ve just captured the attention of the world. Slip off the tightrope, however, and you risk falling into the fire.From sexist jokes and racial insensitivity to anti-patriotism and unrealistic body standards, we’ve seen
dozens of companies miss the mark with their ad campaigns in recent years. In this list, we’re going to condense down twelve of the most controversial. Let’s get into the list.12) Dettol - Murderers don’t make a great target audienceDettol decides to target murderers in its new disinfectant advert. (Credit: Dettol)Okay, we’'re getting right into the
weird stuff.Back in the 2010s, multi-purpose disinfectant brand Dettol decided on a rather strange way to push its new cleaning product. Specifically, the company released a digital advertising campaign that marketed its disinfectant as a great way to clean up after... murdering someone. Yep...We could be wrong here, but we’re inclined to believe
there isn’t a great deal of crossover between Dettol’s target audience and murderers. Would anyone genuinely look at this advert and proudly exclaim, ‘ah, that’s just what I was looking for’? Likely not. How this one got past the idea stage is beyond logic.11) KFC - Running out of chicken makes the Colonel curseYou don’t need a lot of imagination to
work out how KFC feels about its chicken shortage. (Credit: KFC)Back in 2018, KFC ran out of chicken—not the best situation for a brand that almost exclusively sells poultry.In a humorous attempt at apologizing for the inconvenience, the fast food chain ran a full-page advert simply headlined ‘FCK’, rearranging the company’s letters to showcase
their frustration at the situation.While many consumers found the ad hilarious, some weren’t convinced. The company received a number of complaints from those who thought the use of the F-word was tasteless. Incidentally, many expressed greater frustration over the advert than they did over the world’s leading chicken restaurant running out of
chicken. Who’d have thought?10) Bristol Dry Gin - How not to capitalize on current eventsBristol Dry Gin missed the mark by a country mile. (Credit: Bristol Dry Gin)The Black Lives Matter movement was the necessary product of racial inequality and horrific human tragedies. Sadly, that didn’t stop some brands from attempting to capitalize on the
situation.One such company was Bristol Dry Gin, which made headlines in the UK after posting an incredibly distasteful Tweet. The post referenced the ongoing BLM protests, stating, ‘when the shooting starts, the looting starts’. The gin company then encouraged protesters to use their gin as a flammable explosive.Sometimes, you simply have to ask:
Is there really no quality control here? How does this marketing strategy get the green light? Bristol Dry Gin removed the post shortly after and uploaded an apology. Naturally, it did little to quell the flames, with many stores dropping the brand’s products from their shelves shortly thereafter.9) Reebok - Infidelity is fine, but skipping a workout
isn’tReebok encourages infidelity but can’t abide by skipping a workout. (Credit: Reebok)As one of the only examples of print media on this list, sports brand Reebok takes first prize for ‘how not to run a billboard ad’.Back in 2012, the company ran a number of posters in Germany. Each led with the phrase ‘cheat on your girlfriend, not on your
workout’. Understandably, this attempt at humor didn’t go down well, with many arguing that Reebok was glorifying infidelity.The company promptly removed the advert and issued an apology, stating they don’t promote cheating in any form. Probably not the best advertising campaign to run, in that case, Reebok.8) WWF- The Tsunami Relief
CampaignGood intentions. Terrible idea. Back to the drawing board, WWF. (Credit: WWF)Back in 2008, the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) released an advert featuring simulated scenes of the 9/11 tragedy. The company then went on to detail how many people died from the attacks.The advert then reveals that the Boxing Day Tsunami in Indonesia
caused 280,000 deaths, 100 times more than the September 11 tragedy.The WWEF’s advertising efforts were an attempt to illustrate why we should respect the power of our planet. Sadly, the inclusion of simulated 9/11 footage was a step too far. Consumers heavily criticized the brand for its attempt to capitalize on the tragic events, and the
commercial was promptly axed. Incidentally, the WWF tried to lay the blame on its less experienced staff. Way to take responsibility for your actions, WWF.7) PureGym - Slavery was hard, and so is this...PureGym tries to compare a workout routine to one of the world’s most harrowing tragedies. (Credit: PureGym)Back in 2020, UK fitness center
PureGym’s Luton and Dunstable branch made a Facebook post detailing an exercise challenge for the month, including fan favorites such as burpees, push-ups, and deadlifts.Unfortunately, rather than simply labeling the routine a ‘great way to whip your body into shape’, PureGym decided it would be an excellent idea to name the training regime
after one of their favorite movies. The name they chose? ‘Twelve Years of Slave’, inspired by the Oscar-winning 2013 film 12 Years a Slave. Genius.They really didn’t do themselves any favors with this post. (Credit: PureGym)As if the name wasn’t bad enough, PureGym also attempted to make their workout seem more strenuous by claiming that
‘slavery was hard, and so is this’. Oh dear. Consumers were quick to remind PureGym that comparing a calorie-burning workout to the enslavement of African Americans isn’t a great marketing move.The backlash was swift and decisive. If you're looking for the brand on Facebook, don’t bother. The entire page was deactivated entirely following
PureGym’s prompt public apology over the matter.6) Protein World - Are you beach body ready?Protein World angers the world and then refuses to stick its head in the sand. (Credit: Protein World)When Protein World posted its ‘beach body’ ad on the walls of several London Underground stations in 2015, they received hundreds of complaints, with
many arguing that the company was promoting unrealistic body standards.Several acts of vandalism and a number of parodies followed (including one particularly humorous ‘are you beer body ready’ campaign from lager brand Carlsberg).As if things couldn’t get any worse, Protein World retaliated against the social media backlash, calling its
complainers #fattysympathisers. Evidently, the old adage “when you find yourself in a hole, stop digging” was lost on this brand.The UK’s Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) investigated the ad, eventually banning it because it was making unjustifiable health claims.Despite all of the controversy, Protein World’s Chief Marketing Officer announced
that the public backlash actually helped the company turn a bigger profit. What doesn’t kill your business makes it stronger, we suppose.5) Burger King - BK forgets how Twitter worksSometimes, you just have to ask what was going through that marketing executive’s head. (Credit: Burger King)Remember earlier when I said that creating controversy
to propel your brand is like walking a tightrope? This is an example of a company that missed the tightrope (and the safety net) entirely.In 2021, Burger King posted a tweet stating that “‘Women belong in the kitchen’.Why would Burger King post something so brazenly misogynistic? Well, when viewing the attached replies, users realized that the
initial tweet was actually drawing attention to the fact that only 20% of chefs are women. Burger King was hoping to empower female opportunities with the opportunity to pursue their culinary career.“Ha, jokes on you! The first sexist Tweet was actually just a prank. Gotcha! Bet you clicked to find out more, didn’t you? Wait, you did, didn’t you?”No.
Unfortunately, very few people did.Burger King failed to realize that most Twitter users simply scroll through their feeds rather than examine content in-depth. This means that thousands of users saw Burger King validating sexism rather than attempting to promote equality. Great work, BK!The public backlash was relentless, with thousands stating
that Burger King was validating misogynism. The fast food chain spent the rest of the day profusely apologizing for their terrible idea before finally removing the tweet.4) Nivea - How did this ad campaign get greenlit?This is one of the few ad campaigns where the unintended meaning is easier to see than the intended one. (Credit: Nivea)On occasion,
you look at a controversial ad campaign and think to yourself, ‘how is it possible they didn’t notice how bad this sounds’?When German skincare brand NIVEA uploaded its new social media advertising campaign back in 2017, users were quick to point out that the slogan ‘white is purity’ could be taken the wrong way.The ad was designed to promote
NIVEA'’s invisible deodorant. Presumably, the slogan was an attempt to highlight that the deodorant wouldn’t leave stains on white clothing. Understandably, consumers didn’t read it that way.We’re not sure how no one at NIVEA spotted the racial undertones in this ad, but they were quick to realize their mistake and commence ‘operation damage
control’.After issuing a formal apology, NIVEA added a section on ‘inclusivity’ to its core values in what some might consider a disingenuous attempt at quelling the flames.3) Nike - Just Do It doesn’t do it for fansNike took a risk in providing Kaepernick with a platform, and it paid off. (Credit: Nike)Nike’s Just Do It ad featuring Colin Kaepernick is one
of the most polarizing advertising campaigns on this list. Some loved it. Some loathed it. But, above all, it got everybody talking.For those unfamiliar, NFL Quarterback Colin Kaepernick sparked outrage in 2016 when he refused to stand during the American national anthem in protest of racial inequality. While some praised Kaepernick for his heroic
stance against racism in America, many felt the gesture was anti-patriotic and disrespectful.With millions of Americans making their dislike for Kaepernick known, it’s perhaps no surprise that Nike’s 2018 campaign, which featured the athlete as a leading spokesperson, didn’t go down too well. While some Americans expressed their support of Nike
for deciding to feature Kaepernick, many others denounced the advert, claiming the sports brand was supporting a traitor to the US.Thousands began posting videos of themselves burning Nike products online. Despite all of this backlash, Nike strangely sales saw a significant increase in its sales the same year. Apparently, it turns out burning your
own products purchased from a company doesn’t actually impact the brand’s turnover. Who knew?This is one of the cases in which a controversial ad campaign was likely a carefully planned strategy.Unlike many of the more serious controversies on this list, Kaepernick’s anti-patriotic actions weren’t enough to destroy Nike’s credibility. But they
were more than enough to generate a buzz. Nike knew what they were doing, and it worked. The brand was firmly in the public eye, and its sales haven’t slowed down since.2) McDonald’s Filet O’ Fish lands McDonald’s in hot water Bereavement and burgers don’t go well together, McDonalds. (Credit: McDonalds)When McDonald’s shamelessly
attempted to use child bereavement as a way to promote its Filet-o-Fish burger back in 2017, the fast food chain was met with enormous backlash.The controversial ad depicts a young boy asking his mother ‘what his dad was like’. As the mother lists all of the traits and qualities of her now-deceased husband, the son tries to find some similarities
between himself and his father without success.Finally, however, the son discovers that he and his dad were more alike than he ever knew. The child orders a Filet-o-Fish burger at McDonald’s, which just so happens to have been his dad’s favorite order, too. How very touching.The complaints flooded in, with many claiming the brand was trying to
use bereavement as a marketing ploy. McDonalds removed the ad shortly after.What’s the deal with multi-billion dollar brands trying to link their products to complex societal issues and sensitive topics? Next, you're going to tell me that Pepsi tried to sell itself as the cure to police brutality. Oh, wait.1) Pepsi - And the award for ‘worst advertising
campaign’ goes to...Out of all the brands to trivialize a significant cultural event, Pepsi takes first prize. (Credit: Pepsi)When it comes to high-profile advertising flops, Pepsi takes the cake, and it’s not even up for discussion.The soft drink brand’s Live for Now advertising campaign was so poorly executed that Pepsi pulled the ad within 24 hours of
launch following enormous backlash.Pepsi’s two-and-a-half minute advert depicts a diverse crowd of young people protesting against... Well, we don’t actually know. Given the ongoing Black Lives Matter protests that were occurring at the time, however, we can take a pretty good guess what Pepsi was trying to depict.A row of stern-faced police
officers surround the protesters. It looks like things could take a turn for the worse. Fortunately, Kendall Jenner has arrived to save the day. The supermodel strolls in, holding a can of Pepsi. The music stops for dramatic effect as Kendall hands the beverage to the police officer. He drinks the can. Everybody cheers. Police brutality is over, and racism
is no more! Thanks, Pepsi!Obviously, this was the wrong message. The brand’s vision that deep-rooted inequality and racism could be solved by sharing a Pepsi was bizarre and, as many consumers pointed out, ridiculously insensitive.Seriously? Who was the target market here? What was the end goal? To show the world that Pepsi was the cure to all
inequalities?Naturally, the advert bombed. Community backlash was immediate and extensive, with numerous famous figures speaking out against the brand. Pepsi pulled the ad in under a day and issued a public apology shortly after.Did you agree with our ranking list? Did we miss something? Tweet at us and let us know your thoughts.



