CLOSE-UP ON INDUSTRY

The Ethics of Digital Insertion

It started with sports.  Television advertising executives would look at the broad expanse of playing fields, peopled only by a few football, baseball, or soccer players.  What a waste.  Here they were, taking pictures mostly of grass and Astroturf, with the eyeballs that their clients coveted staring at it for hours.  Then the commercials came on, and the eyeballs switched to another channel.  Wouldn’t it be great if they could replace that grass with ads?

You can almost see the little light bulbs going off over their heads.  Wait a minute.  They could replace the grass with ads.  That’s what digital technology is all about!  They could do anything!

And so they did, inserting product logos in the middle of playing fields and onto the fences around the fields.  And no one said much about it.

Having worked in sports, the technique was then applied to entertainment programming.  Client products were inserted into the kitchen cabinets of sitcoms, onto the dining room tables of dramas, and onto billboards that police detectives drove by.  The technique was unnoticeable to viewers, and the ad clients were ecstatic.  And no one complained.  Well, maybe a couple of academic critics started to grouse a bit, but no one paid much attention to them.

It wasn’t long before the ad execs noticed all that extra space on news stories reported from the field.  Correspondents were standing in front of buildings, buses, and—the last straw—competitors’ billboards!  It was obviously time to digitally insert ad content into television news. Sure enough, during the “CBS Evening News” live coverage of New Year’s Eve 2000 from Times Square in New York City, viewers did not see the famous NBC Astrovision Sign behind network anchorman Dan Rather as he reported from the street.  Instead, they saw a billboard advertising CBS News, placed there through digital manipulation.

This time, a lot of people noticed.  Even the editor of the trade magazine Broadcasting and Cable, usually the most pro-industry source you could find, was quick to make his views known.  “You would think that a TV news organization would not tamper with video, especially live video,” he said.  “Viewers should be able to rely on the fact that what they are seeing is really there.”

Dan Rather admitted it was a mistake.  “There is no excuse for it,” he said the day after the story broke on the front page of The New York Times.  “I did not grasp the possible ethical implications of this and that was wrong on my part.  At the very least, we should have pointed out to viewers that we were doing it.”

Network executives, however, defended the practice.  Andrew Heyward, the president of CBS News, said that reasonable people could disagree on whether this was an appropriate use of digital technology.  “On New Year’s Eve with confetti in Dan’s hair,” he said, “I saw this as an extension of our graphics, a change in this very festive, in effect, set.”
  Steve Friedman, the executive producer of “The Early Show,” insisted that the digital insertion was an ethical thing to do, because it didn’t clutter the city the way real outdoor advertising would.  “It’s a great way to do things without ruining the neighborhood,” he said.

Leslie Moonves, the president of CBS Television, was even more adamant in his defense of the practice. “Any time there’s an NBC logo up on our network,” he said, “we’ll block it again.”

One viewer greeted that announcement by remembering the classic television news coverage of the 1989 student pro-democracy demonstrations in China.  In a letter to The New York Times he stated, “I look forward to the network’s coverage of the next confrontation in Tiananmen Square, where one of the protester’s signs may read, ‘Log on to CBS.com.’”
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