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The National Football League (NFL) Super Bowl is the largest annual sporting event on television. In the 
United States, the 2019 (Super Bowl LIII) game alone drew 98.2 million viewers (Handley, 2019). With this 
viewership, advertisers are willing to pay north of $5 million to produce a commercial. A 30-second commercial 
during Super Bowl LIII (53) in 2019 was about $5.25 million (Handley, 2019) which is up from $4.5 million from 
Super Bowl XLIX (49) in 2015 (Patton, 2015).  

 
These commercials are sometimes more popular among Super Bowl gameday consumers than the actual 

outcome of the game (Hood, 2009). Since 1989, the USA Today Ad Meter has provided a service where “ad 
enthusiasts” rate each commercial on a scale of 1, being the lowest, to 10 being the highest on how they liked each 
ad. This generates a likeability score for each of the Super Bowl commercials (Yelkur et al., 2013). In 2019, nearly 
“tens of thousands of registered panelists” rated the 61 commercials (Fuller, 2019). This has provided a platform for 
companies to see how their commercial ranks year after year. Thus, companies use the Super Bowl as a vehicle to 
market their products via commercials.  

 
Literature Review 

Tomkovick et al. (2001) initially examined every Super Bowl ad aired during the 1990s. The researchers 
recorded and viewed each commercial. As part of the analysis, they used the USA Today’s likability scale. These 
advertisements were classified into ten product categories: (1) beverages, (2) vehicles, tires, and motor oil, (3) 
telecommunications, financial services, and electronic business, (4) food and restaurants, (5) films and entertainment, 
(6) apparel, (7) non-food consumer packaged goods and retail, (8) transport services and retail, (9) analgesics and 
over-the-counter medications and (10) credit cards. Over half of the ads were for beverages, food, and motor 
vehicles. Using the USA Today Ad Meter, the most likable commercials during the 1990s fell into the beverage, 
credit cards and foods and restaurants categories. Five elements were used to determine the impact of likability score 
by USA Today. These elements were humor in advertisement, advertisement length, the presence of animals, the presence of 
celebrities and product category type. These five elements were expected to have a positive impact on ad likability.  
 

Kelley and Turley (2004) performed a content analysis on Super Bowl commercials between 1996 and 2002 
using the USA Today Super Bowl Ad Meter scores as a variable. The message related variables were message source, 
message format, appeal, quality information, web address, price information, and brand information in the form of a 
slogan. The type of commercial variables were use of humor, the use of sports themes, the use of animals, the use of 
children, and the use of music. The findings highlighted that Super Bowl commercials should use emotional appeal 
and/or animals while avoiding announcement messages and the making of product quality claims.  

 
More recently, Yelkur, Tomkovick, Hofer, and Rozumalaski (2013) wanted to test if the results from 

Tomkovick et al. (2001) would still be applicable. The authors wanted to retest and create an extension from the 
previous research. The additional items were kids, product information, music, and sex appeal which were added to the 
original five. These additional variables were labeled as second stage variables. Findings highlighted that humor, 
animals, and product category were consistent predictors of ad likability. As suggested by Yelkur et al. (2013) and 
previously stated by Tomkovik et al. (2001), Super Bowl advertisers should continue to use these elements in their 
ads. The presence of children and product information were deemed emerging predictors of ad likability.  
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Purpose 
To date, few researchers have examined Super Bowl commercials. Research on the Super Bowl commercials 

have focused on predicting likability on a Super Bowl commercial (i.e. Tomkovick et al., 2001; Yelkur et al., 2013) 
and Hollywood film sales (Yelkur, Tomkovick, & Traczyk, 2004). The purpose of this study is to test prior research 
completed in the 90s (Tomkovick et al., 2001) and 2000s (Yelkur et al., 2013) on Super Bowl commercials using the 
USA Today Ad Likability over the last four Super Bowls (2016-2019). In addition, the researchers will examine the 
use of social media hashtags and if commercial timing (game and time of day) impacts the USA Today Ad Meter 
score.  

 
R1: What advertising themes and trends are present in the most recent Super Bowl advertisements?   
 
R2: Does Super Bowl commercial timing impact its USA Today Ad Meter score? 
 
R3: Has Twitter hashtag placement impacted Super Bowl Commercials USA Today Ad Meter score? 
 

Methodology 
Using content analysis, this study will examine Super Bowl commercials that took place between 2016 and 

2019. Over the last four Super Bowls, the researchers have tracked each commercial by digitally recording the game 
and then going back to re-watch the commercials. In addition to collecting the commercials, the researchers 
collected time of game (quarter, time left in quarter at commercial break, and actual time of day), score, and Twitter 
usage (e.g. hashtags) in each commercial. Using the USA Today Ad Meter, 268 commercials will be analyzed through 
the lens of the categories and themes developed by Tomkovick et al. (2001). Additionally, the researchers will be 
examining commercials for categories and themes that may have not been present in past studies. One area that has 
was not examined in previous research was time of game and commercial ad likeability. As mentioned above, the 
researchers also tracked the social media presence (if applicable), specifically Twitter hashtags, of each commercial. 
Additionally, this study will examine the commercials to see if any new categories or themes have developed.   

 
Early Findings 

While this research is ongoing, one early finding is a steep decline in the use of Twitter hashtags. In 2016, 26 
commercials had a hashtag embedded, which stands in stark contrast to the eight commercials with hashtags in 
2019. This finding could highlight a change in philosophy in how brands are using social media during the Super 
Bowl to promote their product.  
 

 


