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Illustrate and discuss in detail how both the viewer and the product are 'positioned' in commercials for a high-profile product aimed at a youthful market
For this essay I will look at a series of television advertisements that were used in the last few years to promote Boddingtons beer. I have decided to use this product as I believe that it is aimed at a young and lively generation. I will discuss my reasons for this statement in due course. My proposed plan for this piece is to analyse the adverts in depth, looking at how the product is positioned for its target audience, and how that audience is so easily defined. I will also be referring to research of other academics to give broader views and opinions of the topic.

Before I look at the first advertisement, I will first explain more about the product itself. Boddingtons beer has been a very popular alcoholic beverage over the last number of decades, but it has only been since the 1990’s where it has become more accepted in to the youth drinking culture that we have today. It originated in Manchester over 200 years ago, and has become infamous for being a very “northern” drink, which is something that they have used extensively in all their advertising campaigns. However, despite keeping the sense of “northernness”, they have had to update their brand to suit their target audience, the new generation of beer drinkers and pub goers. This is primarily males under thirty, but as the adverts show, they are not exclusively “male” adverts, and they do target females of the same age group also. When I say the term “targeting”, in semiological terms this is known as “positioning”. What we will see in these advertisements is the sense of how the product is positioned to look its absolute best for its audience, and how it gets the audience positioned for its product. I refer to Marcel Danesi, who states that “the idea behind creating an image for the product is clearly, to speak directly to particular types of individuals” [Danesi, 2002: p.183]. The image of the Boddingtons product is that of being the chosen drink of Manchester that talks no nonsense, and cuts through the hype of image and fashion. In order to demonstrate this, let us look at our first advertisement, named “Venice”. 
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 Fig 1

As you can see from Fig 1 here a stereotypical image of Venice is shown by using a picture of a gondola on a canal, surrounded by other boats and bridges. This is a simple sign, which is symbolic one as the image of a gondola is one that we associate with the city of Venice. It can be seen as arbitrary though as we only link that signifier with the signified if we have the prior knowledge to do so. Throughout the advert though the song “O solo Mio” is played, which is an Italian opera song, which contextualises the video further. After this image we see a man and a woman in their twenties pass each other in gondolas, the man carrying a perfectly poured pint of beer, which the girl spots. She then steals the pint away from him and proceeds to gulp it down as seen in Fig 2.
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 Fig 2

Here you can see that the beer is being placed to the left of the frame, with the attractive lady staring directly at it. What is impressive here is how bright the colour of the drink is, because of the way the light from behind shines through the yellow liquid, making it almost glow. Also here you can see that the woman’s lips are very close to the drink indicating that she has just had a gulp of the drink. In fact just previous to this, you see her with a white “cream moustache”, which gives an almost sexual and intimate reference, showing how much the cream and the beer gives her pleasure. At this point, I would like to bring in a theory of the glance curve by Mercedes Göfflin, who suggested that when we look at a picture, we study it from bottom left of the image and then look up to the top centre and then to the right hand side of the image. If we use this with Fig 2, you will see that our first glimpse at the image would be focussed on the drink itself, which is what the company wants, as they want to sell their product. But as you follow the glance curve around, your eyes move around to the blue eyes of the lady staring at the drink herself. From there you would look at the rest of her face and see her bright red lips and her hair. Out of the two characters in this advertisement, she is the marked character as she is the one who looks more unusual with a pint of beer in her hand. “Markedness” is a term invented by Roman Jakobson, and can be summarized well by Daniel Chandler. “The concept of markedness can be applied to the poles of a paradigmatic opposition: paired signs consist of an ‘unmarked’ and a ‘marked’ form”. [Chandler, 2002: p. 110]. In the instance of this advertisement, it is more marked to see a woman gulping down a pint of beer than it is a man, because in our society it is still ordinarily men who drink beer rather than women. 
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 Fig 3
Fig 3 here is the last image of the advertisement, and lots of semiotic analysis can be made with just this one image. First of all, let us look at the logo used here. This is of a pint of Boddingtons made into an ice cream cone. This is a visual sign relating to another sign, which is a Saussurean theory. This is a well used technique in advertising, and often works well. It is also used more in adverts suited to young people rather than to older people, as younger people like adverts to be entertaining and different. It uses a visual intertextuality, as it uses the image of a pint of beer which is giving the Manchester element, but fits it into the shape of a cone for the Venice element. This also occurs in the background of the clip. We see a gondola making its way through the canal, but then behind it we see the factories and mills of Manchester along with some swans and a lone fisherman. Again the yellow of the cone stands out tremendously from the rest of the mise-en-scène, which is quite dreary and dull. This is something that prevails in all the Boddingtons adverts, as it makes the drink look more inviting and thirst-quenching. 
Let us now look at the second advert, entitled “Runner”. This advert is much more recent, and is therefore much better remembered by the younger generation of beer drinkers. One reason for this is that it is one of a series of adverts that involved the then up and coming fashion model Melanie Sykes, a girl famous for her looks, but also for her bright and cheery Mancunian personality. The advert begins with a very strong and athletic man sprinting through the desert (Fig 4). It is mimicking sport adverts of things like Nike and Reebok, because they all involve elite athletes running in their clothes and trainers. It also means that the advert is succinctly aimed at the youth market, as these are the social groups who would be interested in this type of product and advertising. As Danesi states, “positioning is the placing or targeting of a product for the right people”. [Danesi, 2002: p.183]. This is exactly what the company have done with this advertisement, as the same group of under 30 males who would drink Boddingtons beer would also buy and wear sports clothes, and also appreciate Melanie Sykes in a small “ice-cream seller” dress.   
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 Fig 4
Let us look closely at Fig 4. This shot shows the athletic man running and leaping across three large mounds of rock. However these rocks are the same colour as the beer of Boddingtons and the clouds above are the same colour as the “cream” of the head. This could be described as syntagmatic as the colours are the same throughout the adverts. The yellow of the desert also contrasts with the white of the ice cream van as well. Fig 5 shows the runner gulping down the beer, another syntagmatic action as the beer was gulped in the “Venice” advert as well. 
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 Fig 5

The light colour of the beer contrasts with the dark skin of the runner, and therefore makes it stand out and become marked against the rest of the frame. This is extremely common in advertisements, because they want to draw attention to the product, without directly selling it to us. Jonathan Bignell attempts to explain. “Ads often seem more concerned with amusing us, setting a puzzle for us to work out, or demonstrating their own sophistication”. [Bignell, 2002: p.31]. These contemporary ideas have come about due to a contemporary and choosier audience. When Boddingtons began it was the only beer available in the Manchester area, but now the city (as with the rest of the world) is saturated with many other choices, and the consumer is not as “gullible” and receptive to direct advertising as it used to be. An example of this notion could be the final shot of this advert (Fig 6), which is in the exact same style as the end of the “Venice” advert.  
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 Fig 6

Before this frame, we see Melanie Sykes ask the runner in a very strong northern accent, “Would you like a flake in that love?” to which the runner replies “Ta”. Then this shot is shown, with the pint of Boddingtons again with the strong yellow colour of the beer and the bright white of the cream, and this time with a chocolate flake sticking out of the top of it. The logo which is non-diagetic, i.e. it is not part of the action on screen, links with the diagesis of the dialogue, and this makes the logo stand out more, again something very common within advertisements. The logo here of the golden pint and the caption underneath is the main marketing tool within all Boddingtons adverts. It is how we recognize the product from others within its range. It is always included so that consumers can tell immediately what it is, and is the most important element of an advertising campaign. Danesi explains that “the product’s name, packaging, logo, price and overall presentation create a recognizable character for it that is meant to appeal to specific consumer types”. [Danesi, 2002: p.183]. I would go as far as suggesting that there is a paradigmatic and syntagmatic axis within these adverts. The syntagm is the use of the same logo in all the advertisements, along with the caption “Boddingtons. The cream of Manchester.” Certainly with the later adverts you can suggest that Melanie Sykes is a syntagm as she appears in many of the adverts for the same product and in some ways she becomes the “face” of the product. The paradigmatic axis is the different types of advert that the syntagm appears in, from the more laid back and slower paced “Venice” scene, with its romantic atmosphere, to the faster paced, action packed flashing montage images of the “runner” scene in the arid desert. 
The last advert I wish to show uses the same syntagms, but another completely different paradigm, which mimics and satirises the high-brow perfume ads that have been on our screens within the last decade. The very nature of the ad comparing and distancing themselves from the target audience of the real perfume ads seems to suggest that they believe Boddingtons drinkers to be of a different ilk and not believing the falseness and hype of the ads and the products. The advert is named “The body” and it certainly uses a lot of them within this ad. 
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 Fig 7
This frame is one of many where the male body is shown as being strong and tough. The use of black and white here instead of colour highlights the muscles in the man's arms working hard to break the chains off his body, which he actually does quite easily. Also here the gaze of the camera is from low down, so it shows his power, as if he is bigger and better than us. However, this is purely my own opinion, as it is what I gauge from the text, not the text’s meaning itself. I am exemplifying Roland Barthe’s theory of the death of the author, which suggested that the meaning is not from what is written, but rather from what is read from it. However, my opinions come from codes. The codes from the text are of a strong man breaking out of some chains. The social codes are from my own knowledge, in which I was taught that when we see a picture of someone looking high up in a frame, they are looking down upon you and have a higher status. Most audience members watching this would also agree here, although the general consensus would be that the man in the picture is very “hard” and strong. The rest of the advert continues along to the same vein, with images of strength and muscle. This is in order to copy the male perfume ads that have been around, from labels such as Calvin Klein and Chanel. All these adverts have perfectly sculpted male bodies in them as if to suggest that by buying the perfume you will become more like the men in the ads. What I like in the Boddingtons advert is how they use this almost laughable concept to their advantage by completely satirising it. In this sense they have really understood the youth market, as they realise that they are not stupid, and prefer something they find funny rather than deadly serious. It also suits the type of product that they are selling too, as the beer will be found in pubs where people choose to socialise and have fun. 
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 Fig 8 

Looking now at Fig 8, we can see again the perfectly poured pint, and again it stands out thoroughly from the rest of the shot, as the warm colour of the beer contrasts with the coldness of the grey sea behind it. It is the only part of this particular ad that is in colour, and so it is remembered. This golden colour that appears in the pint is what is known as a synecdoche. We know immediately that when we see that coloured beer, with the white cream on top we have just watched a Boddingtons advert. Synecdoche is a term used to describe a part of something that represents its whole. In Chandler’s book, I found one of a number of descriptions as to what Synecdoche is, and it was written by Richard Lanham, who calls it “the substitution of part for whole, genus for species or vice versa”. [Lanham 1969, cited in Chandler 2002: p.132]. 

My semiotic analyses of these three advertisements have attempted to show how they are placed to a youthful market, by using different marketing and visual methods in order to catch young peoples’ attention. The use of satire and irony, and the use of famous faces and also the use of a carefully planned and presented logo are just a few. These elements of the adverts are no fortunate whim either. Bignell hastens to tell us in his chapter on the advertising business that “advertising is highly professionalized and competitive, and the people who work in the advertising business are often highly creative and well-educated”. [Bignell, 2002: p. 29]. They would know exactly what a young audience responds to, and how to get them involved. As a result, the campaigns all shown here were very successful and helped the business to grow so much, that they started to export the beer out of the UK and is now found all over the world. To show this I include a quotation from the Boddingtons website. “It is possible to buy tap Boddingtons in over 20 countries, as far apart as the US & New Zealand”. [Boddingtons, 2005]. Also on the website are the new adverts for this year, with the caption “It’s a bit gorgeous”, where again sexy women are used to sell the product, and humour is the main aspect of the adverts with lines such as “I find you ugly, in a warthog sort of a way”. [New advertisement, available on the web]. Many of the visual syntagms in the adverts I have discussed here are also present in the new ads, which goes to show that they really do what they’re supposed to and therefore cannot be ignored from academic study. 
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