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IV. False Advertising  

A. False Advertising Under the Lanham Act 

We turn now to federal false advertising law under Lanham Act § 43(a)(1)(B), 15 U.S.C. 

§ 1125(a)(1)(B). Note from the very beginning that false advertising law covers much more than just 

§ 43(a)(1)(B). Plaintiffs may seek redress from the Federal Trade Commission under the FTC Act, 15 

U.S.C. §§ 41-58, from the “little” or “baby” FTC Acts of the states, from the common law, and from 

alternative forms of dispute resolution such as the National Advertising Division. However, we cover 

here only false advertising law under the Lanham Act. (For a comprehensive treatment of false 

advertising, see REBECCA TUSHNET & ERIC GOLDMAN, ADVERTISING & MARKETING LAW: CASES AND MATERIALS). 

As originally drafted, § 43(a) covered only an advertiser’s “false description or representation” 

about itself; it did not cover “commercial disparagement,” i.e., the advertiser’s false representations 

about someone else. The Trademark Law Revision Act of 1988 significantly expanded the scope of 

§ 43(a) and made clear its application to a defendant’s false representations about itself and others. 

Here is § 43(a)(1)(B) in its current form: 

 (1) Any person who, on or in connection with any goods or services, or any container for 

goods, uses in commerce any word, term, name, symbol, or device, or any combination 

thereof, or any false designation of origin, false or misleading description of fact, or false 

or misleading representation of fact, which-- 

 . . . . 

(B) in commercial advertising or promotion, misrepresents the nature, 

characteristics, qualities, or geographic origin of his or her or another person's goods, 

services, or commercial activities, 

shall be liable in a civil action by any person who believes that he or she is or is 

likely to be damaged by such act. 

15 U.S.C. § 1125(a)(1)(B). 

In what follows, we will cover the various ways in which a statement may trigger liability under 

§ 43(a)(1)(B): 

• First (Part IV.A.1), a statement may be literally false, as in S.C. Johnson & Son, Inc. v Clorox Co., 

241 F.3d 232 (2d Cir. 2001), where the defendant’s television commercial and print 

advertisements falsely depicted the rate of leakage of the plaintiff’s resealable plastic bags. 

• Second (Part IV.A.2), a statement may be literally false by necessary implication, as in Time 

Warner Cable, Inc. v. DIRECTV, Inc., 497 F.3d 144 (2d Cir. 2007), where one of the defendant’s 

television commercials made the false-by-necessary-implication claim that its transmitted 

picture quality was superior to the plaintiff’s. 

• Third (Part IV.A.3), a statement may be merely misleading, i.e., impliedly false, which is 

discussed in Pizza Hut, Inc. v. Papa John’s Intern., Inc., 227 F.3d 489 (5th Cir. 2000), in 

connection with the defendant’s slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” 

• Finally in Part IV.A.4, we will turn to the issue of substantiation, particularly in connection 

with advertisements that claim that “tests prove” or “studies show” some factual proposition. 

The Basic Doctrine. Before we proceed, it may be helpful to set forth in somewhat mechanical 

fashion the basic blackletter doctrine that the following opinions will develop (and complicate). 

Courts enumerate the elements of a false advertising cause of action under Lanham Act 

§ 43(a)(1)(b), 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a)(1)(b), in a variety of ways, but the following is a good example of the 

five elements that the plaintiff must prove to prevail: 
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A prima facie case of false advertising under section 43(a) requires the plaintiff to 

establish: 

(1) A false or misleading statement of fact about a product; 

(2) Such statement either deceived, or had the capacity to deceive a substantial segment 

of potential consumers; 

(3) The deception is material, in that it is likely to influence the consumer’s purchasing 

decision; 

(4) The product is in interstate commerce; and 

(5) The plaintiff has been or is likely to be injured as a result of the statement at issue. 

Pizza Hut, Inc. v. Papa John’s Int’l, 227 F.3d 489, 495 (5th Cir. 2000). 

As the first element suggests, there are two modes of false advertising under Lanham Act 

§ 43(a)(1)(b): (1) advertising that is literally false, and (2) advertising that is misleading. This 

dichotomy makes good sense in light of the statutory reference to any “false or misleading description 

of fact, or false or misleading representation of fact.” Id. (emphasis added). This dichotomy is very 

important because if a court finds an advertisement to be literally false under the first element, the 

court need not have recourse to extrinsic evidence (e.g., survey evidence) to determine whether the 

advertisement deceives the public under the second element. The court may presume deception. See 

Schering-Plough Healthcare Products, Inc. v. Schwarz Pharma, Inc., 586 F.3d 500, 512 (7th Cir. 2009) 

(“What the cases mean when they say that proof of literal falsity allows the plaintiff to dispense with 

evidence that anyone was misled or likely to be misled is that the seller who places an indisputably 

false statement in his advertising or labeling probably did so for a malign purpose, namely to sell his 

product by lies, and if the statement is false probably at least some people were misled, and since it 

was a lie why waste time on costly consumer surveys?”). By contrast, if a court finds an advertisement 

to be merely misleading, then it will require extrinsic evidence, typically in the form of survey 

evidence, to determine whether the advertisement deceives the public. Furthermore, if a court finds an 

advertisement to be literally false under the first element, the court will often also presume materiality 

under the third element and harm to the plaintiff under the fifth element. 

In Time Warner Cable, Inc. v. DIRECTV, Inc. 497 F.3d 144 (2d Cir. 2007), excerpted below, the 

Second Circuit complicated the basic dichotomy between advertising that is literally false and 

advertising that is merely misleading by establishing that advertising that is “literally false by 

necessary implication” qualifies as literally false advertising—and thus triggers all the relevant 

presumptions under the other elements of a false advertising claim. What is the difference between 

advertising that is literally false by necessary implication and advertising that is merely misleading? As 

the DIRECTTV court seeks to explain, advertising that is literally false by necessary implication conveys 

one unambiguous false message, even if it does so implicitly. By contrast, advertising that is merely 

misleading may convey several messages, one of which may be false. Id. at 158 (paragraph 28 in the 

excerpted DIRECTTV opinion below). A court will require survey evidence to determine if consumers 

perceive that one false message. As you will see, the distinction between advertising that is literally 

false by necessary implication and advertising that is misleading, while relatively straightforward in 

theory, is far more subtle in practice. For more on this distinction, see 2 GILSON ON TRADEMARKS § 7.02 

(2019). 

Standing. Consumers do not have standing to bring suit under § 43(a)(1)(B). In Lexmark 

International, Inc. v. Static Components, Inc., 134 S. Ct. 1377 (2014), the Supreme Court held that 

plaintiffs under § 43(a)(1)(B) have standing if (1) their interests fall within the “zone of interests” 

protected by § 43(a)(1)(B), which consists of “protecting persons engaged in commerce within the 

control of Congress”, id. at 1389 (brackets removed), and (2) their injuries are proximately caused by 

violations of the statute. Because consumers are not engaged in commerce, they are unable to bring 

suit under § 43(a)(1)(B). See MCCARTHY § 27.30. 
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1. Literal Falsity 

 

 

S.C. Johnson & Son, Inc. v Clorox Co. 

241 F.3d 232 (2d Cir. 2001) 

HALL, District Judge: 

[1] This case involves a Lanham Act challenge to the truthfulness of a television commercial and 

print advertisement depicting the plight of an animated goldfish in a Ziploc Slide–Loc bag that is being 

held upside down and is leaking water. Plaintiff-appellee S.C. Johnson & Son manufactures the Ziploc 

bags targeted by the advertisements. In an Order dated April 6, 2000, the United States District Court 

for the Southern District of New York (Griesa, J.) permanently enjoined the defendant-appellant, The 

Clorox Company, manufacturer of Ziploc's rival Glad–Lock resealable storage bags, from using these 

advertisements. See S.C. Johnson & Son v. The Clorox Co., No. 99 Civ. 11079 (TPG), 2000 WL 423534, 

2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 4977 (S.D.N.Y. Apr. 19, 2000) (“S.C. Johnson II”). We conclude that the district 

court did not abuse its discretion in entering this injunction and accordingly affirm. 

BACKGROUND 

[2] In August 1999, Clorox introduced a 15–second and a 30–second television commercial 

(“Goldfish I”), each depicting an S.C. Johnson Ziploc Slide–Loc resealable storage bag side-by-side with 

a Clorox Glad–Lock bag. The bags are identified in the commercials by brand name. Both commercials 

show an animated, talking goldfish in water inside each of the bags. In the commercials, the bags are 

turned upside-down, and the Slide–Loc bag leaks rapidly while the Glad–Lock bag does not leak at all. 

In both the 15– and 30–second Goldfish I commercials, the Slide–Loc goldfish says, in clear distress, 

“My Ziploc Slider is dripping. Wait a minute!,” while the Slide Loc bag is shown leaking at a rate of 

approximately one drop per one to two seconds. In the 30–second Goldfish I commercial only, the 



Beebe  –  Trademark Law: An Open-Source Casebook 

 

676 

V8.0/2021-11-12 

Slide–Loc bag is shown leaking while the Slide–Loc goldfish says, “Excuse me, a little help here,” and 

then, “Oh, dripping, dripping.” At the end of both commercials, the Slide Loc goldfish exclaims, “Can I 

borrow a cup of water!!!” 

[3] On November 4, 1999, S.C. Johnson brought an action against Clorox under section 43(a) of 

the Lanham Act, 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a), for false advertising in the Goldfish I commercials. After S.C. 

Johnson moved for a preliminary injunction, the district court converted the evidentiary hearing on the 

motion to a trial on the merits under Fed.R.Civ.P. 65(a)(2). 

[4] Dr. Phillip DeLassus, an outside expert retained by S.C. Johnson, conducted “torture testing,” in 

which Slide–Loc bags were filled with water, rotated for 10 seconds, and held upside-down for an 

additional 20 seconds. He testified about the results of the tests he performed, emphasizing that 37 

percent of all Slide–Loc bags tested did not leak at all. Of the remaining 63 percent that did leak, only a 

small percentage leaked at the rate depicted in the Goldfish I television commercials. The vast majority 

leaked at a rate between two and twenty times slower than that depicted in the Goldfish I commercials. 

[5] On January 7, 2000, the district court entered findings of fact and conclusions of law on the 

record in support of an Order permanently enjoining Clorox from disseminating the Goldfish I 

television commercials. Specifically, the district court found that S.C. Johnson had shown by a 

preponderance of the evidence that the Goldfish I commercials are “literally false in respect to its 

depiction of the flow of water out of the Slide–Loc bag.” S.C. Johnson & Son, Inc. v. Clorox Co., No. 99 Civ. 

11079 (TPG), 2000 WL 122209, at *1, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 3621, at *1–*2 (S.D.N.Y. Feb. 1, 2000) (“S.C. 

Johnson I”). 

[6] The court found that “the commercial impermissibly exaggerates the facts in respect to the 

flow of water or the leaking of water out of a Slide–Loc bag.” Id., at *1. The court further found that: 

[t]he commercial shows drops of water coming out of the bag at what appears to be a 

rapid rate. In fact, the rate is about one fairly large drop per second. Moreover, there is a 

depiction of the water level in the bag undergoing a substantial and rapid decline. Finally, 

there is an image of bubbles going through the water. 

Id. at *1, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 3621, at *2–*3. The district court found that “the overall depiction in the 

commercial itself is of a rapid and substantial leakage and flow of water out of the Slide–Loc bag.” Id. at 

*1, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 3621, at *3. The court noted that “[t]his is rendered even more graphic by the 

fact that there is a goldfish depicted in the bag which is shown to be in jeopardy because the water is 

running out at such a rate.” Id. 

[7] The district court found “that when these bags are subjected to the same kind of quality 

control test as used by Clorox for the Glad bags, there is some leakage in about two-thirds of the cases.” 

Id. at *2, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 3621, at *4. However, the court found “that the great majority of those 

leaks are very small and at a very slow rate.” Id. The court found that “[o]nly in about 10 percent of 

these bags is there leakage at the rate shown in the commercial, that is, one drop per second.” Id. The 

district court further found that “[t]he problem with the commercial is that there is no depiction in the 

visual images to indicate anything else than the fact that the type of fairly rapid and substantial leakage 

shown in the commercial is simply characteristic of that kind of bag.” Id. 

[8] Accordingly, the court held that “the Clorox commercial in question misrepresents the Slide–

Loc bag product,” and that this “finding relates to the different sizes and types of the Slide–Loc bags 

because there is no attempt to limit the commercial to any particular category.” Id. at *3, 2000 U.S. Dist. 

LEXIS 3621, at *7. The court entered an injunction, noting that S.C. Johnson had shown irreparable 

harm sufficient to support an injunction because, as the court found, the Goldfish I commercials are 

literally false. Id. The district court rejected S.C. Johnson's other theories of relief under section 43(a) of 

the Lanham Act, including a claim of implied falsity. Id. at *3, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 3621, at *6–*7. 

Clorox has not appealed this January 7 permanent injunction relating to the Goldfish I commercials. 
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[9] In February 2000, Clorox released a modified version of the Goldfish I television commercials 

as well as a related print advertisement (“Goldfish II”). In the 15 second Goldfish II television 

commercial, a Ziploc Slide–Loc bag and Glad–Lock bag are again shown side-by-side, filled with water 

and containing an animated, talking goldfish. The bags are then rotated, and a drop is shown forming 

and dropping in about a second from the Slide–Loc bag. During the approximately additional two 

seconds that it is shown, the Slide–Loc goldfish says, “My Ziploc slider is dripping. Wait a minute.” The 

two bags are then off-screen for approximately eight seconds before the Slide–Loc bag is again shown, 

with a drop forming and falling in approximately one second. During this latter depiction of the Slide–

Loc bag, the Slide–Loc goldfish says, “Hey, I'm gonna need a little help here.” Both bags are identified 

by brand name, and the Glad–Lock bag does not leak at all. The second-to-last frame shows three 

puddles on an orange background that includes the phrase “Don't Get Mad.” 

[10] In the print advertisement, a large drop is shown forming and about to fall from an upside-

down Slide–Loc bag in which a goldfish is partially out of the water. Bubbles are shown rising from the 

point of the leak in the Slide–Loc bag. Next to the Slide–Loc bag is a Glad–Lock bag that is not leaking 

and contains a goldfish that is completely submerged. Under the Slide–Loc bag appears: “Yikes! My 

Ziploc© Slide–Loc™ is dripping!” Under the Glad–Lock bag is printed: “My Glad is tight, tight, tight.” On 

a third panel, three puddles and the words “Don't Get Mad” are depicted on a red background. In a 

fourth panel, the advertisement recites: “Only Glad has the Double–Lock™ green seal. That's why you'll 

be glad you got Glad. Especially if you're a goldfish.” 

[11] After these advertisements appeared, S.C. Johnson moved to enlarge the January 7 injunction 

to enjoin the airing and distribution of the Goldfish II advertisements. On April 6, 2000, after hearing 

oral argument, the district court entered another order on the record, setting forth further findings of 

fact and conclusions of law in support of an Order permanently enjoining the distribution of the 

Goldfish II television commercial and print advertisement. The district court explicitly noted that it 

was “in a position, in [its] view, to decide the case based on the existing evidence without further 

evidence.” S.C. Johnson II, 2000 WL 423534, at *1, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 4977, at *1–*2. 

[12] The court incorporated by reference its prior findings of fact from its January 7, 2000 Order, 

stating that it would “not attempt to repeat what was said in the earlier decision, although a great deal 

of it applies to the issue now presented to the court.” Id. at *1, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 4977, at *2. The 

court then stated its finding that, “[f]ocusing now on the new television commercial, in my view it has 

the essential problems of the earlier 15 second commercial.” Id. The court observed that the Goldfish II 

commercial “does not literally portray a rate of leakage which was portrayed in the earlier ad and 

which was the subject of certain of my findings in the earlier decision.” Id. at *1, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 

4977, at *3. Instead, the court noted, 

[t]here are two images shown of the slide-lock bag upside down with water coming out, 

two separate images. In each image a large drop immediately forms and the water drop 

falls. That is shown in the first image and then the commercial switches to some other 

subject and when the next image comes of the slide-lock bag there again is a large drop 

immediately forming and falling away. 

Id. at *2, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 4977, at *4. The district court referenced its earlier finding that the 

Goldfish I commercials did not accurately depict either the rate or risk of leakage in Slide–Loc bags. Id. 

at *2, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 4977, at *4–*5. The court then found that: 

[E]ssentially the same problem that I commented upon in the earlier decision exists with 

this commercial, with the present commercial. There is nothing to indicate that anything 

goes on with the slide-lock bags except the leaking of large drops as shown in the only 

two depictions that are relevant. There is nothing indicated about slow rate or rapid rate. 

There is nothing shown except one image and that is an image of a big drop of water 

falling out of the bag. 
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There is nothing to indicate that this kind of leakage occurs in only some particular 

percentage of bags, and there is nothing to indicate the degree of risk of such leakage. 

There is only one image, and that is of a big drop falling out. 

Id. at *2, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 4977, at *5. 

[13] The court rejected Clorox's argument “that what is really shown [in the Goldfish II television 

commercial] is that the leakage occurs at a rather slow rate, perhaps about once every seven or eight 

seconds.” Id. According to the court, Clorox “bases this argument on the fact that if you take the elapsed 

time between the leak or the drop in the first image and the drop in the second image, this amount of 

time elapses.” Id. at *2, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 4977, at *5–*6. The district court found, however, that 

“[t]here is nothing visually or in words to indicate that what is being depicted is some kind of a 

continuum of the condition of the bag from one image to the other.” Id. at *2, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 

4977, at *6. Rather, “[a]ll that is depicted is two separate images, each of which shows the same thing.” 

Id. The district court found that “[w]hat is shown is the images, and what is omitted is any indication 

about the actual rates and degree and amount of leakage that the detailed evidence at the trial 

showed.” Id. The court further found that the Goldfish II commercial “portray[s] . . . a goldfish in danger 

of suffocating in air because of the outflow of water from the bag.” Id. 

[14] The court concluded that the Goldfish II television commercial “is decidedly contrary to what 

was portrayed in the actual evidence about the bags at the first trial, and all in all the television 

commercial in my view is literally false.” Id. at *3, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 4977, at *6. The court then 

addressed the Goldfish II print advertisement, which, it found “is, if anything, worse,” because “[i]t has 

a single image of a Slide–Loc bag with a large drop about to fall away and a goldfish in danger of 

suffocating because the water is as portrayed disappearing from the bag.” Id. at *3, 2000 U.S. Dist. 

LEXIS 4977, at *7. The district court concluded that the Goldfish II print advertisement “is literally 

false.” Id. The court also found that the inability of a Ziploc Slide–Loc bag to prevent leakage is 

portrayed as an inherent quality or characteristic of that product. Accordingly, the court found that the 

Goldfish II television commercial and print advertisement “portray[ ] the leakage as simply an ever-

present characteristic of the Slide–Loc bags.” Id. at *3, 2000 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 4977, at *8. 

[15] The district court found, in the alternative, that the Goldfish II ads were false by necessary 

implication, a doctrine this court has not yet recognized, because consumers would necessarily believe 

that more viscous liquids such as soups and sauces would leak as rapidly as water. Id. at *3, 2000 U.S. 

Dist. LEXIS 4977, at *6–*7. 

[16] Clorox now appeals from this April 6, 2000 Order permanently enjoining the use of the 

Goldfish II television commercial and print advertisement. 

DISCUSSION 

[17]  “We review the District Court's entry of a permanent injunction for abuse of discretion, 

which may be found where the Court, in issuing the injunction, relied on clearly erroneous findings of 

fact or an error of law.” Knox v. Salinas, 193 F.3d 123, 128–29 (2d Cir. 1999) (per curiam). “[T]he 

district judge's determination of the meaning of the advertisement [is] a finding of fact that ‘shall not 

be set aside unless clearly erroneous.’” Avis Rent A Car Sys., Inc. v. Hertz Corp., 782 F.2d 381, 384 (2d 

Cir. 1986) (quoting Fed.R.Civ.P. 52(a)). 

[18] The district court found that the Goldfish II television commercial and print advertisement 

are literally false in violation of section 43(a). . . . “The Lanham Act does not prohibit false statements 

generally. It prohibits only false or misleading descriptions or false or misleading representations of 

fact made about one's own or another's goods or services.” Id. at 1052. 

[19] This court has recently restated the general requirements for a claim brought under section 

43(a): 

To establish a false advertising claim under Section 43(a), the plaintiff must demonstrate 

that the statement in the challenged advertisement is false. “Falsity may be established 
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by proving that (1) the advertising is literally false as a factual matter, or (2) although the 

advertisement is literally true, it is likely to deceive or confuse customers.” 

Nat'l Basketball Ass'n v. Motorola, Inc., 105 F.3d 841, 855 (2d Cir. 1997) (quoting Lipton v. Nature Co., 

71 F.3d 464, 474 (2d Cir. 1995)). It is also well-settled that, “in addition to proving falsity, the plaintiff 

must also show that the defendants misrepresented an ‘inherent quality or characteristic’ of the 

product. This requirement is essentially one of materiality, a term explicitly used in other circuits.” Id. 

(citation and internal quotation marks omitted). 

[20] In considering a false advertising claim, “[f]undamental to any task of interpretation is the 

principle that text must yield to context.” Avis, 782 F.2d at 385. 

Thus, we have emphasized that in reviewing FTC actions prohibiting unfair advertising 

practices under the Federal Trade Commission Act a court must “consider the 

advertisement in its entirety and not . . . engage in disputatious dissection. The entire 

mosaic should be viewed rather than each tile separately.” Similar approaches have been 

taken in Lanham Act cases involving the claim that an advertisement was false on its face. 

Id. (citations omitted). Moreover, we have explicitly looked to the visual images in a commercial to 

assess whether it is literally false. See Coca–Cola Co. v. Tropicana Prods., Inc., 690 F.2d 312, 317–18 (2d 

Cir. 1982) (abrogated on other grounds by statute as noted in Johnson & Johnson v. GAC Int'l, Inc., 862 

F.2d 975, 979 (2d Cir. 1988)); see also Avis, 782 F.2d at 385. 

[21] “Where the advertising claim is shown to be literally false, the court may enjoin the use of the 

claim ‘without reference to the advertisement's impact on the buying public.’ Additionally, a plaintiff 

must show that it will suffer irreparable harm absent the injunction.” McNeil–P.C.C., Inc. v. Bristol–

Myers Squibb Co., 938 F.2d 1544, 1549 (2d Cir. 1991) (citations omitted). Under section 43(a), 

however, “[w]e will presume irreparable harm where plaintiff demonstrates a likelihood of success in 

showing literally false defendant's comparative advertisement which mentions plaintiff's product by 

name.” Castrol, Inc. v. Quaker State Corp., 977 F.2d 57, 62 (2d Cir. 1992). 

I. The district court's findings of fact are not clearly erroneous. 

[22] Clorox argues that the district court committed clear error in finding that its Goldfish II 

television commercial and print advertisement contain literal falsehoods. We find no clear error in the 

district court's findings of fact in support of its conclusion that the Goldfish II television commercial 

and print advertisement are literally false as a factual matter. We note that the court made its finding 

of literal falsity after a seven-day bench trial. The evidence presented at trial clearly indicates that, as 

the court found, only slightly more than one out of ten Slide–Loc bags tested dripped at a rate of one 

drop per second or faster, while more than one-third of the Slide–Loc bags tested leaked at a rate of 

less than one drop per five seconds. Over half of the Slide–Loc bags tested either did not leak at all or 

leaked at a rate no faster than one drop per 20 seconds. Moreover, less than two-thirds, or 63 percent, 

of Slide–Loc bags tested showed any leakage at all when subjected to the testing on which Clorox based 

its Goldfish I and II advertisements. 

[23] The only Slide–Loc bag depicted in each of the two Goldfish II advertisements, on the other 

hand, is shown leaking and, when shown, is always leaking. Moreover, each time the Slide–Loc bag is 

on-screen, the Goldfish II television commercial shows a drop forming immediately and then falling 

from the Slide–Loc bag, all over a period of approximately two seconds. Accordingly, the commercial 

falsely depicts the risk of leakage for the vast majority of Slide–Loc bags tested. 

[24] Clorox argues that, because approximately eight seconds pass between the images of the 

drops forming and falling in the Goldfish II television commercial, the commercial depicts an accurate 

rate of leakage. However, the commercial does not continuously show the condition of the Slide–Loc 

bag because the Slide–Loc bag is off-screen for eight seconds. Likewise, the print ad does not depict 

any rate of leakage at all, other than to indicate that the Slide–Loc bag is “dripping.” Clorox's argument 

that its commercial shows a “continuum” also fails given that in each of the Goldfish II advertisements 
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is a background image containing three puddles of water, when only two drops form and fall in the 

television commercial and just one drop forms and nearly falls in the print advertisement. 

[25] Given the highly deferential standard of review accorded to the district court's findings 

entered after a bench trial, we cannot say that, having viewed the record in its entirety, we are left with 

the definite and firm conviction that a mistake has been committed. See Mobil Shipping and Transp. Co. 

v. Wonsild Liquid Carriers Ltd., 190 F.3d 64, 67–68 (2d Cir. 1999). We find no clear error in the district 

court's finding that the depiction of the risk of leakage from Slide–Loc bags in the Goldfish II television 

commercial and print advertisement is literally false as to an inherent quality or characteristic of 

Ziploc Slide–Loc storage bags. 

II. The district court committed no error of law. 

[26] Clorox alleges that the district court erred in finding literal falsity because “no facially false 

claim or depiction was present in the advertisements at issue in this case.” As such, Clorox argues, the 

district court's finding of literal falsity “was based upon an interpretation of the ads that went beyond 

their facial or explicit claims.” According to Clorox, the district court therefore must have based it 

injunction on the implied falsity of the ads. Clorox argues that the district court erred as a matter of law 

because “any alleged message beyond the literal claims in the advertisements [must] be proved by 

extrinsic evidence,” upon which the district court undeniably did not rely in reaching its conclusions. 

[27] We disagree. The district court properly concluded that the Goldfish II advertisements are 

literally false in violation of section 43(a) of the Lanham Act. The court looked at the Goldfish II 

television commercial and print advertisement in their entirety and determined that the risk of 

leakage from the Slide–Loc storage bag depicted in the ads is literally false based on the evidence 

presented at trial of the real risk and rate of leakage from Slide–Loc bags. The district court's 

conclusion that Clorox violated section 43(a) conforms to our earlier precedents applying the doctrine 

of literal falsity. In Coca–Cola, we reversed a district court's finding of no literal falsity in an orange 

juice commercial where: 

[t]he visual component of the ad makes an explicit representation that Premium Pack is 

produced by squeezing oranges and pouring the freshly-squeezed juice directly into the 

carton. This is not a true representation of how the product is prepared. Premium Pack 

juice is heated and sometimes frozen prior to packaging. 

690 F.2d at 318. As in Coca–Cola, the Goldfish II advertisement depicts a literal falsity that requires no 

proof by extrinsic evidence: that Slide–Loc bags always leak when filled with water and held upside 

down. 

[28] Furthermore, the district court did not erroneously enjoin Clorox's advertisements on the 

basis of implied falsity in the absence of extrinsic evidence. Contrary to Clorox's allegations on appeal, 

the district court's conclusion is not based on implied falsity or the district court's own subjective 

interpretation of the Goldfish II advertisements. Indeed, Clorox's purported “literal” reading of the 

Goldfish II ads requires the viewer to assume that the bag is not leaking while it is off-screen. It is 

therefore Clorox's interpretation that relies upon implication, not the district court's. The district court 

did not conclude that the Goldfish II advertisements are literally true but “nevertheless likely to 

mislead or confuse consumers.” It correctly concluded that the advertisements are facially false. As 

such, our holding prohibiting a district judge from “determin[ing], based solely upon his or her own 

intuitive reaction, whether the advertisement is deceptive” under the doctrine of implied falsity is not 

implicated in this case. Johnson & Johnson * Merck Consumer Pharms. Co. v. Smithkline Beecham Corp., 

960 F.2d 294, 297 (2d Cir. 1992). 

[29] Because we affirm the injunction on the basis of literal falsity, we need not reach the issue of 

whether the district court erred in concluding as an alternative ground that Clorox's Goldfish II 

television commercial and print advertisement are false “by necessary implication” because consumers 
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would necessarily believe that more viscous liquids than water would also leak rapidly from Ziploc 

Slide–Loc storage bags. 

[30] Accordingly, we find no clearly erroneous findings of fact and no error of law. We therefore 

find that the district court did not abuse its discretion by permanently enjoining Clorox from 

disseminating the Goldfish II television commercial and print advertisement. 

 . . . . 

We affirm the judgment of the district court. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Some further examples of literally false advertising may be instructive. 

In Coca-Cola Co. v. Tropicana Prods., Inc., 690 F.2d 312 (2d Cir. 1982), the defendant featured 

Olympic athlete Bruce Jenner in a television commercial for orange juice. In the commercial, Jenner 

was shown squeezing juice out of an orange into a glass bowl and then pouring that bowl into a 

Tropicana orange juice carton. Jenner did so while explaining: “It’s pure pasteurized juice as it comes 

from the orange.” (See the storyboard below). The Second Circuit determined that the commercial was 

literally false: 

We find, therefore, that the squeezing-pouring sequence in the Jenner commercial is false 

on its face. The visual component of the ad makes an explicit representation that 

Premium Pack is produced by squeezing oranges and pouring the freshly-squeezed juice 

directly into the carton. This is not a true representation of how the product is prepared. 

Premium Pack juice is heated and sometimes frozen prior to packaging. Additionally, the 

simultaneous audio component of the ad states that Premium Pack is “pasteurized juice 

as it comes from the orange.” This statement is blatantly false—pasteurized juice does 

not come from oranges. Pasteurization entails heating the juice to approximately 200 

degrees Fahrenheit to kill certain natural enzymes and microorganisms which cause 

spoilage. Moreover, even if the addition of the word "pasteurized" somehow made sense 

and effectively qualified the visual image, Tropicana's commercial nevertheless 

represented that the juice is only squeezed, heated and packaged when in fact it may 

actually also be frozen. 

Id. at 318. 
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In Warner-Lambert Co. v. BreathAsure, Inc., 204 F.3d 87 (3d Cir. 2000), the court explained that 

“BreathAsure's breath freshening products are capsules that are swallowed . . . . BreathAsure[] heavily 

promoted its BreathAsure products as being effective against bad breath. The theme of much of the 

advertising was that the capsules worked effectively at the source of bad breath and were, therefore, 

superior to products that simply masked or covered bad breath such as gum, mints and mouthwash. 

One such ad contained a series of photographs depicting food, a couple appearing to share a tender 

moment, and a package of BreathAsure. The following captions appear beneath those images: ‘if you 

eat and we all do,’ ‘and you want to get close,’ ‘you need BreathAsure the internal breath freshener,’ 

‘BreathAsure for the confidence of clean fresh breath.’” Id. at 89. However, on the third day of the 
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district court bench trial, “BreathAsure stipulated that scientific evidence established that its 

‘BreathAsure’ products were not effective against bad breath” and was subsequently permanently 

enjoined from advertising otherwise. Id. On appeal, the Third Circuit further determined that the name 

of the product, BreathAsure, was also literally false. “The name falsely tells the consumer that he or she 

has assurance of fresher breath when ingesting one of the defendant’s capsules. That is not true.” Id. at 

97. 

Finally, other cases are perhaps more ridiculous than instructive. See, e.g., Hearst Bus. Pub. Inc. v. 

W.G. Nichols Inc., 76 F. Supp. 2d 459 (S.D.N.Y. 1999) (finding literal falsity where defendant stated that 

“Even our competition says Chilton’s Professional Manuals are: ‘. . . the manuals which were 

established as the industry standard by decades of reliable accuracy . . . manuals that automotive 

repair professionals need or want,’” when competitor had in fact stated that defendant’s manuals “are 

not the manuals which were established as the industry standard {and} are not the Chilton 

Profession{al} Repair Manuals that automative repair professionals need or want” (emphasis added)); 

Telebrands Corp. v. Wilton Indus., 983 F. Supp. 471 (S.D.N.Y. 1997) (finding literal falsity where 

defendant stated that its product was “As Seen On T.V.” when in fact the defendant ran no significant 

television advertising for its product while the plaintiff ran extensive television advertising for its very 

similar product); Edmark Indus. Sdn. Bhd. v. South Asia Int’l (H.K.) Ltd., 89 F. Supp. 2d 840 (E.D. Tex. 

2000) (finding literal falsity where defendant claimed that its food slicer “Features fine german [sic] 

surgical steel blades” when it fact the slicer used Japanese steel). 

2. Literal Falsity by Necessary Implication 
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Time Warner Cable, Inc. v. DIRECTV, Inc. 

497 F.3d 144 (2d Cir. 2007) 

STRAUB, Circuit Judge: 

[1] Defendant–Appellant DIRECTV, Inc. (“DIRECTV”) appeals from the February 5, 2007 opinion 

and order of the United States District Court for the Southern District of New York (Laura Taylor 

Swain, Judge) preliminarily enjoining it from disseminating, in any market in which Plaintiff–Appellee 

Time Warner Cable, Inc. (“TWC”) provides cable service, certain television commercials and Internet 

advertisements found likely to violate the Lanham Act on literal falsity grounds. Time Warner Cable, 

Inc. v. DIRECTV, Inc., 475 F.Supp.2d 299 (S.D.N.Y.2007). 

[2] This appeal requires us to clarify certain aspects of our false advertising doctrine. We make 

three clarifications in particular. First, we hold that an advertisement can be literally false even though 

it does not explicitly make a false assertion, if the words or images, considered in context, necessarily 

and unambiguously imply a false message. Second, we decide that the category of non-actionable 

“puffery” encompasses visual depictions that, while factually inaccurate, are so grossly exaggerated 

that no reasonable consumer would rely on them in navigating the marketplace. Third, we conclude 

that the likelihood of irreparable harm may be presumed where the plaintiff demonstrates a likelihood 

of success in showing that the defendant's comparative advertisement is literally false and that given 

the nature of the market, it would be obvious to the viewing audience that the advertisement is 

targeted at the plaintiff, even though the plaintiff is not identified by name. Reviewing the District 

Court's decision under these principles, we affirm in part, vacate in part, and remand for further 

proceedings consistent with this opinion. 

FACTUAL BACKGROUND1 

A. The Parties 

[3] TWC and DIRECTV are major players in the multichannel video service industry. TWC is the 

second-largest cable company in the United States, serving more than 13.4 million subscribers. Like all 

cable providers, TWC must operate through franchises let by local government entities; it is currently 

the franchisee in the greater part of New York City. DIRECTV is one of the country's largest satellite 

service providers, with more than 15.6 million customers nationwide. Because DIRECTV broadcasts 

 

1 This factual background is derived from the District Court's findings of fact, which are not in 

dispute. See Time Warner Cable, Inc., 475 F.Supp.2d at 302–04. 
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directly via satellite, it is not subject to the same franchise limitations as cable companies. As a result, 

in the markets where TWC is the franchisee, DIRECTV and other satellite providers pose the greatest 

threat to its market share. The competition in these markets for new customers is extremely fierce, a 

fact to which the advertisements challenged in this case attest. 

[4] TWC offers both analog and digital television services to its customers. DIRECTV, on the other 

hand, delivers 100% of its programming digitally. Both companies, however, offer high-definition 

(“HD”) service on a limited number of their respective channels. Transmitted at a higher resolution 

than analog or traditional digital programming, HD provides the home viewer with theater-like picture 

quality on a wider screen. The picture quality of HD is governed by standards recommended by the 

Advanced Television Systems Committee (“ATSC”), an international non-profit organization that 

develops voluntary standards for digital television. To qualify as HD under ATSC standards, the screen 

resolution of a television picture must be at least 720p or 1080i.2 TWC and DIRECTV do not set or alter 

the screen resolution for HD programming provided by the networks; instead, they make available 

sufficient bandwidth to permit the HD level of resolution to pass on to their customers. To view 

programming in HD format, customers of either provider must have an HD television set. 

[5] There is no dispute, at least on the present record, that the HD programming provided by TWC 

and DIRECTV is equivalent in picture quality. In terms of non-HD programming, digital service 

generally yields better picture quality than analog service, because a digital signal is more resistant to 

interference. See Consumer Elecs. Ass'n v. F.C.C., 347 F.3d 291, 293–94 (D.C.Cir. 2003). That said, TWC's 

analog cable service satisfies the technical specifications, e.g. signal level requirements and signal 

leakage limits, set by the Federal Communications Commission (“FCC”). See 47 C.F.R. § 76.1, et seq. 

According to a FCC fact sheet, analog service that meets these specifications produces a picture that is 

“high enough in quality to provide enjoyable viewing with barely perceptible impairments.” 

B. DIRECTV's “SOURCE MATTERS” Campaign 

[6] In the fall of 2006, DIRECTV launched a multimedia advertising campaign based on the theme 

of “SOURCE MATTERS.” The concept of the campaign was to educate consumers that to obtain HD-

standard picture quality, it is not enough to buy an HD television set; consumers must also receive HD 

programming from the “source,” i.e., the television service provider. 

1. Jessica Simpson Commercial 

[7] As part of its new campaign, DIRECTV began running a television commercial in October 2006 

featuring celebrity Jessica Simpson. In the commercial, Simpson, portraying her character of Daisy 

Duke from the movie The Dukes of Hazzard, says to some of her customers at the local diner: 

Simpson: Y'all ready to order? 

Hey, 253 straight days at the gym to get this body and you're not gonna watch me on 

DIRECTV HD? 

You're just not gonna get the best picture out of some fancy big screen TV without 

DIRECTV. 

It's broadcast in 1080i. I totally don't know what that means, but I want it. 

The original version of the commercial concluded with a narrator saying, “For picture quality that 

beats cable, you've got to get DIRECTV.” 

 

2 The “p” and “i” designations stand for “progressive” and “interlaced.” In the progressive format, 

the full picture updates every sixtieth of a second, while in the interlaced format, half of the picture 

updates every sixtieth of a second. The higher the “p” or “i” number, the greater the resolution and the 

better the picture will appear to the viewer. 
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[8] In response to objections by TWC, and pursuant to agreements entered into by the parties, 

DIRECTV pulled the original version of the commercial and replaced it with a revised one (“Revised 

Simpson Commercial”), which began airing in early December 2006. The Revised Simpson Commercial 

is identical to the original, except that it ends with a different tag line: “For an HD picture that can't be 

beat, get DIRECTV.” 

2. William Shatner Commercial 

[9] DIRECTV debuted another commercial in October 2006, featuring actor William Shatner as 

Captain James T. Kirk, his character from the popular Star Trek television show and film series. The 

following conversation takes place on the Starship Enterprise: 

Mr. Chekov: Should we raise our shields, Captain? 

Captain Kirk: At ease, Mr. Chekov. 

Again with the shields. I wish he'd just relax and enjoy the amazing picture clarity of the 

DIRECTV HD we just hooked up. 

With what Starfleet just ponied up for this big screen TV, settling for cable would be 

illogical. 

Mr. Spock: [Clearing throat.] 

Captain Kirk: What, I can't use that line? 

The original version ended with the announcer saying, “For picture quality that beats cable, you've got 

to get DIRECTV.” 

[10] DIRECTV agreed to stop running the Shatner commercial in November 2006. In January 

2007, DIRECTV released a revised version of the commercial (“Revised Shatner Commercial”) with the 

revamped tag line, “For an HD picture that can't be beat, get DIRECTV.” 

3. Internet Advertisements 

[11] DIRECTV also waged its campaign in cyberspace, placing banner advertisements on various 

websites to promote the message that when it comes to picture quality, “source matters.” The banner 

ads have the same basic structure. They open by showing an image that is so highly pixelated that it is 

impossible to discern what is being depicted. On top of this indistinct image is superimposed the 

slogan, “SOURCE MATTERS.” After about a second, a vertical line splits the screen into two parts, one 

labeled “OTHER TV” and the other “DIRECTV.” On the OTHER TV side of the line, the picture is 

extremely pixelated and distorted, like the opening image. By contrast, the picture on the DIRECTV 

side is exceptionally sharp and clear. The DIRECTV screen reveals that what we have been looking at 

all along is an image of New York Giants quarterback Eli Manning; in another ad, it is a picture of two 

women snorkeling in tropical waters. The advertisements then invite browsers to “FIND OUT WHY 

DIRECTV'S picture beats cable” and to “LEARN MORE” about a special offer. In the original design, 

users who clicked on the “LEARN MORE” icon were automatically directed to the HDTV section of 

DIRECTV's website. 

[12] In addition to the banner advertisements, DIRECTV created a demonstrative advertisement 

that it featured on its own website. Like the banner ads, the website demonstrative uses the split-

screen technique to compare the picture quality of “DIRECTV” to that of “OTHER TV,” which the ad 

later identifies as representing “basic cable,” i.e., analog cable. The DIRECTV side of the screen depicts, 

in high resolution, an image of football player Kevin Dyson making a touchdown at the Super Bowl. The 

portion of the image on the OTHER TV side is noticeably pixelated and blurry. This visual display is 

accompanied by the following text: “If you're hooking up your high-definition TV to basic cable, you're 

not getting the best picture on every channel. For unparalleled clarity, you need DIRECTV HD. You'll 

enjoy 100% digital picture and sound on every channel and also get the most sports in HD—including 

all your favorite football games in high definition with NFL SUNDAY TICKET.” 
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PROCEDURAL HISTORY 

A. Filing of Action and Stipulation 

[13] On December 7, 2006, TWC filed this action charging DIRECTV with, inter alia, false 

advertising in violation of § 43(a) of the Lanham Act. 15 U.S.C. § 1114, et seq. Initial negotiations led to 

the execution of a stipulation, in which DIRECTV agreed that pending final resolution of the action, it 

would stop running the original versions of the Simpson and Shatner commercials and also disable the 

link on the banner advertisements that routed customers to the HDTV page of its website. DIRECTV 

further stipulated that it would not claim in any advertisement, either directly or by implication, that 

“the picture quality presently offered by DIRECTV's HDTV service is superior to the picture offered 

presently by Time Warner Cable's HDTV service, or the present HDTV services of cable television 

providers in general.” Finally, DIRECTV agreed that any breach of the stipulation would result in 

irreparable harm to TWC. The stipulation contained the caveat, however, that nothing in it “shall be 

construed to be a finding on the merits of this action.” The District Court entered an order on the 

stipulation on December 12, 2006. 

B. Preliminary Injunction Motion 

[14] The following week, on December 18, TWC filed a motion for a preliminary injunction 

against the Revised Simpson Commercial, as well as the banner advertisements and website 

demonstrative (collectively, “Internet Advertisements”), none of which were specifically covered by 

the stipulation. TWC claimed that each of these advertisements was literally false, obviating the need 

for extrinsic evidence of consumer confusion. TWC further argued that as DIRECTV's direct competitor, 

it was entitled to a presumption of irreparable injury. On January 4, 2007, after discovering that 

DIRECTV had started running the Revised Shatner Commercial, TWC filed supplemental papers 

requesting that this commercial also be preliminarily enjoined on literal falsity grounds. 

[15] DIRECTV vigorously opposed the motion. It asserted that the Revised Simpson and Shatner 

Commercials were not literally false because no single statement in the commercials explicitly claimed 

that DIRECTV HD is superior to cable HD in terms of picture quality. DIRECTV did not deny that the 

Internet Advertisements' depictions of cable were facially false. Rather, it argued that the Internet 

Advertisements did not violate the Lanham Act because the images constituted non-actionable puffery. 

Finally, DIRECTV argued that irreparable harm could not be presumed because none of the contested 

advertisements identified TWC by name. 

C. The District Court's February 5, 2007 Opinion and Order 

[16] On February 5, 2007, the District Court issued a decision granting TWC's motion. The District 

Court determined that TWC had met its burden of showing that each of the challenged advertisements 

was likely to be proven literally false. Addressing the television commercials, the District Court held 

that the meaning of particular statements had to be determined in light of the overall context, and not 

in a vacuum as urged by DIRECTV. Given the commercials' obvious focus on HD picture quality, the 

District Court found that the Simpson's assertion that a viewer cannot “get the best picture out of some 

big fancy big screen TV without DIRECTV” and Shatner's quip that “settling for cable would be illogical” 

could only be understood as making the literally false claim that DIRECTV HD is superior to cable HD in 

picture quality. See Time Warner Cable, Inc., 475 F.Supp.2d at 305–06. As for the Internet 

Advertisements, the District Court found that the facially false depictions of cable's picture quality 

could not be discounted as mere puffery because it was possible that consumers unfamiliar with HD 

technology would actually rely on the images in deciding whether to hook up their HD television sets 

to DIRECTV or analog cable. See id. at 306–08. 

[17] In assessing irreparable harm vel non, the District Court observed that under Second Circuit 

case law, irreparable harm could be presumed where the movant “demonstrates a likelihood of 

success in showing literally false defendant's comparative advertisement which mentions plaintiff's 

product by name.” Id. at 308 (quoting Castrol, Inc. v. Quaker State Corp., 977 F.2d 57, 62 (2d Cir. 1992) 
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(internal quotation marks omitted)). The District Court acknowledged that the Revised Shatner 

Commercial and the Internet Advertisements did not specifically name TWC, but concluded that a 

presumption of irreparable harm was nevertheless appropriate because the advertisements made 

explicit references to “cable,” and in the markets where TWC is the franchisee, “cable” is functionally 

synonymous with “Time Warner Cable.” See id. As for the Revised Simpson Commercial, the District 

Court reasoned that although the advertisement did not explicitly reference “cable,” irreparable harm 

should be presumed because “TWC is DIRECTV's main competitor in markets served by TWC.” Id. The 

District Court further noted that DIRECTV had breached the stipulation by continuing to run the 

contested commercials and that this breach also supported a finding of irreparable harm. See id. at n. 5. 

[18] In accordance with its opinion, the District Court entered a preliminary injunction barring 

DIRECTV from disseminating, “in any market in which [TWC] provides cable service,” 

(1) the Revised Simpson Commercial and Revised Shatner Commercial, “and any other 

advertisement disparaging the visual or audio quality of TWC or cable high-definition 

(“HDTV”) programming as compared to that of DIRECTV or satellite HDTV 

programming”; and 

(2) the Internet Advertisements “and any other advertisement making representations 

that the service provided by Time Warner Cable, or cable service in general, is 

unwatchable due to blurriness, distortion, pixellation or the like, or inaudible due to 

static or other interference.” 

DISCUSSION 

[19] A party seeking preliminary injunctive relief must establish: (1) either (a) a likelihood of 

success on the merits of its case or (b) sufficiently serious questions going to the merits to make them 

a fair ground for litigation and a balance of hardships tipping decidedly in its favor, and (2) a likelihood 

of irreparable harm if the requested relief is denied. See Coca–Cola Co. v. Tropicana Prods., Inc., 690 

F.2d 312, 314–15 (2d Cir. 1982), abrogated on other grounds by Fed.R.Civ.P. 52(a). We review the entry 

of a preliminary injunction for excess of discretion, which may be found where the district court, in 

issuing the injunction, relied upon clearly erroneous findings of fact or errors of law. S.C. Johnson & Son, 

Inc. v. Clorox Co., 241 F.3d 232, 237 (2d Cir. 2001). “[T]he district judge's determination of the meaning 

of the advertisement [is] a finding of fact that shall not be set aside unless clearly erroneous.” Id. 

(alterations in original; internal quotation marks omitted); see also Johnson & Johnson v. GAC Int'l, Inc., 

862 F.2d 975, 979 (2d Cir. 1988) (“GAC Int'l, Inc.”). 

A. Likelihood of Success on the Merits 

1. Television Commercials 

. . . . 

[20] Two different theories of recovery are available to a plaintiff who brings a false advertising 

action under § 43(a) of the Lanham Act. First, the plaintiff can demonstrate that the challenged 

advertisement is literally false, i.e., false on its face. See GAC Int'l, Inc., 862 F.2d at 977. When an 

advertisement is shown to be literally or facially false, consumer deception is presumed, and “the court 

may grant relief without reference to the advertisement's [actual] impact on the buying public.” Coca–

Cola Co., 690 F.2d at 317. “This is because plaintiffs alleging a literal falsehood are claiming that a 

statement, on its face, conflicts with reality, a claim that is best supported by comparing the statement 

itself with the reality it purports to describe.” Schering Corp. v. Pfizer Inc., 189 F.3d 218, 229 (2d Cir. 

1999). 

[21] Alternatively, a plaintiff can show that the advertisement, while not literally false, is 

nevertheless likely to mislead or confuse consumers. See Coca–Cola Co., 690 F.2d at 317. “[P]laintiffs 

alleging an implied falsehood are claiming that a statement, whatever its literal truth, has left an 

impression on the listener [or viewer] that conflicts with reality”—a claim that “invites a comparison 

of the impression, rather than the statement, with the truth.” Schering Corp., 189 F.3d at 229. 
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Therefore, whereas “plaintiffs seeking to establish a literal falsehood must generally show the 

substance of what is conveyed, . . . a district court must rely on extrinsic evidence [of consumer 

deception or confusion] to support a finding of an implicitly false message.” Id. (internal quotation 

marks omitted).3 

[22] Here, TWC chose to pursue only the first path of literal falsity, and the District Court granted 

the preliminary injunction against the television commercials on that basis. In this appeal, DIRECTV 

does not dispute that it would be a misrepresentation to claim that the picture quality of DIRECTV HD 

is superior to that of cable HD. Rather, it argues that neither commercial explicitly makes such a claim 

and therefore cannot be literally false. 

a. Revised Simpson Commercial 

[23] DIRECTV's argument is easily dismissed with respect to the Revised Simpson Commercial. In 

the critical lines, Simpson tells audiences, “You're just not gonna get the best picture out of some fancy 

big screen TV without DIRECTV. It's broadcast in 1080i.” These statements make the explicit assertion 

that it is impossible to obtain “the best picture”—i.e., a “1080i”-resolution picture—from any source 

other than DIRECTV. This claim is flatly untrue; the uncontroverted factual record establishes that 

viewers can, in fact, get the same “best picture” by ordering HD programming from their cable service 

provider. We therefore affirm the District Court's determination that the Revised Simpson 

Commercial's contention “that a viewer cannot ‘get the best picture’ without DIRECTV is . . . likely to be 

proven literally false.” Time Warner Cable, Inc., 475 F.Supp.2d at 306. 

b. Revised Shatner Commercial 

[24] The issue of whether the Revised Shatner Commercial is likely to be proven literally false 

requires more analysis. When interpreting the controversial statement, “With what Starfleet just 

ponied up for this big screen TV, settling for cable would be illogical,” the District Court looked not only 

at that particular text, but also at the surrounding context. In light of Shatner's opening comment 

extolling the “amazing picture quality of [ ] DIRECTV HD” and the announcer's closing remark 

highlighting the unbeatable “HD picture” provided by DIRECTV, the District Court found that the line in 

the middle—“settling for cable would be illogical”—clearly referred to cable's HD picture quality. Since 

it would only be “illogical” to “settle” for cable's HD picture if it was materially inferior to DIRECTV's 

HD picture, the District Court concluded that TWC was likely to establish that the statement was 

literally false. 

[25] DIRECTV argues that the District Court's ruling was clearly erroneous because the actual 

statement at issue, “settling for cable would be illogical,” does not explicitly compare the picture 

quality of DIRECTV HD with that of cable HD, and indeed, does not mention HD at all. In DIRECTV's 

view, the District Court based its determination of literal falsity not on the words actually used, but on 

what it subjectively perceived to be the general message conveyed by the commercial as a whole. 

DIRECTV contends that this was plainly improper under this Court's decision in American Home 

Products Corp. v. Johnson & Johnson, 577 F.2d 160 (2d Cir. 1978). 

[26] TWC, on the other hand, maintains that the District Court properly took context into account 

in interpreting the commercial, as directed by this Court in Avis Rent A Car System, Inc. v. Hertz Corp., 

782 F.2d 381 (2d Cir. 1986). TWC argues that under Avis Rent A Car, an advertisement can be literally 

false even though no “combination of words between two punctuation signals” is untrue, if the clear 
 

3 Under either theory, the plaintiff must also demonstrate that the false or misleading 

representation involved an inherent or material quality of the product. See S.C. Johnson & Son, Inc., 241 

F.3d at 238; Nat'l Basketball Ass'n v. Motorola, Inc., 105 F.3d 841, 855 (2d Cir. 1997). TWC has met this 

requirement, as it is undisputed that picture quality is an inherent and material characteristic of 

multichannel video service. 
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meaning of the statement, considered in context, is false. Given the commercial's repeated references 

to “HD picture,” TWC contends that the District Court correctly found that “settling for cable would be 

illogical” literally made the false claim that cable's HD picture quality is inferior to DIRECTV's. 

 . . . . 

[27] These two cases {American Home Products Corp. v. Johnson & Johnson, 577 F.2d 160 (2d Cir. 

1978) and Avis Rent A Car System, Inc. v. Hertz Corp., 782 F.2d 381 (2d Cir. 1986)}, read together, 

compel us to now formally adopt what is known in other circuits as the “false by necessary 

implication” doctrine. See, e.g., Scotts Co. v. United Indus. Corp., 315 F.3d 264, 274 (4th Cir. 2002); Clorox 

Co. Puerto Rico v. Proctor & Gamble Commercial Co., 228 F.3d 24, 34–35 (1st Cir. 2000); Southland Sod 

Farms v. Stover Seed Co., 108 F.3d 1134, 1139 (9th Cir. 1997); Castrol Inc. v. Pennzoil Co., 987 F.2d 939, 

946–47 (3d Cir. 1993) (“Pennzoil Co.”).4 Under this doctrine, a district court evaluating whether an 

advertisement is literally false “must analyze the message conveyed in full context,” Pennzoil Co., 987 

F.2d at 946, i.e., it “must consider the advertisement in its entirety and not . . . engage in disputatious 

dissection,” Avis Rent A Car, 782 F.2d at 385 (internal quotation marks omitted). If the words or 

images, considered in context, necessarily imply a false message, the advertisement is literally false 

and no extrinsic evidence of consumer confusion is required. See Novartis Consumer Health, Inc. v. 

Johnson & Johnson–Merck Pharm. Co., 290 F.3d 578, 586–87 (3d Cir. 2002) (“A ‘literally false’ message 

may be either explicit or ‘conveyed by necessary implication when, considering the advertisement in 

its entirety, the audience would recognize the claim as readily as if it had been explicitly stated.’” 

(quoting Clorox Co. Puerto Rico, 228 F.3d at 35)). However, “only an unambiguous message can be 

literally false.” Id. at 587. Therefore, if the language or graphic is susceptible to more than one 

reasonable interpretation, the advertisement cannot be literally false. See Scotts Co., 315 F.3d at 275 

(stating that a literal falsity argument fails if the statement or image “can reasonably be understood as 

conveying different messages”); Clorox Co. Puerto Rico, 228 F.3d at 35 (“[A] factfinder might conclude 

that the message conveyed by a particular advertisement remains so balanced between several 

plausible meanings that the claim made by the advertisement is too uncertain to serve as the basis of a 

literal falsity claim . . . .”). There may still be a “basis for a claim that the advertisement is misleading,” 

Clorox Co. Puerto Rico, 228 F.3d at 35, but to resolve such a claim, the district court must look to 

consumer data to determine what “the person to whom the advertisement is addressed find[s] to be 

the message,” Am. Home Prods., 577 F.2d at 166 (citation omitted). In short, where the advertisement 

does not unambiguously make a claim, “the court's reaction is at best not determinative and at worst 

irrelevant.” Id. 

[28] Here, the District Court found that Shatner's assertion that “settling for cable would be 

illogical,” considered in light of the advertisement as a whole, unambiguously made the false claim that 

cable's HD picture quality is inferior to that of DIRECTV's. We cannot say that this finding was clearly 

erroneous, especially given that in the immediately preceding line, Shatner praises the “amazing 

picture clarity of DIRECTV HD.” We accordingly affirm the District Court's conclusion that TWC 

established a likelihood of success on its claim that the Revised Shatner Commercial is literally false. 

2. Internet Advertisements 

[29] We have made clear that a district court must examine not only the words, but also the 

“visual images . . . to assess whether [the advertisement] is literally false.” S.C. Johnson & Son, Inc., 241 

F.3d at 238. It is uncontroverted that the images used in the Internet Advertisements to represent 

 

4 Several district courts in this Circuit have already embraced the doctrine. See, e.g., Johnson & 

Johnson–Merck Consumer Pharm. Co. v. Procter & Gamble Co., 285 F.Supp.2d 389, 391 (S.D.N.Y.2003), 

aff'd, 90 Fed.Appx. 8 (2d Cir.2003); Tambrands, Inc. v. Warner–Lambert Co., 673 F.Supp. 1190, 1193–94 

(S.D.N.Y.1987). 
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cable are inaccurate depictions of the picture quality provided by cable's digital or analog service. The 

Internet Advertisements are therefore explicitly and literally false. See Coca–Cola Co., 690 F.2d at 318 

(reversing the district court's finding of no literal falsity in an orange juice commercial where “[t]he 

visual component of the ad makes an explicit representation that Premium Pack is produced by 

squeezing oranges and pouring the freshly-squeezed juice directly into the carton. This is not a true 

representation of how the product is prepared. Premium Pack juice is heated and sometimes frozen 

prior to packaging.”). 

[30] DIRECTV does not contest this point. Rather, it asserts that the images are so grossly 

distorted and exaggerated that no reasonable buyer would take them to be accurate depictions “of how 

a consumer's television picture would look when connected to cable.” Consequently, DIRECTV argues, 

the images are obviously just puffery, which cannot form the basis of a Lanham Act violation. Notably, 

TWC agrees that no Lanham Act action would lie against an advertisement that was so exaggerated 

that no reasonable consumer would rely on it in making his or her purchasing decisions. TWC 

contends, however, that DIRECTV's own evidence—which indicates that consumers are highly 

confused about HD technology—shows that the Internet Advertisements pose a real danger of 

consumer reliance. 

[31] This Court has had little occasion to explore the concept of puffery in the false advertising 

context. In Lipton v. Nature Co., 71 F.3d 464 (2d Cir. 1995), the one case where we discussed the 

subject in some depth, we characterized puffery as “[s]ubjective claims about products, which cannot 

be proven either true or false.” Id. at 474 (internal quotation marks omitted). We also cited to the Third 

Circuit's description of puffery in Pennzoil Co.: “Puffery is an exaggeration or overstatement expressed 

in broad, vague, and commendatory language. ‘Such sales talk, or puffing, as it is commonly called, is 

considered to be offered and understood as an expression of the seller's opinion only, which is to be 

discounted as such by the buyer . . . . The ‘puffing’ rule amounts to a seller's privilege to lie his head off, 

so long as he says nothing specific.’” Pennzoil Co., 987 F.2d at 945 (quoting W. Page Keeton et al., 

Prosser and Keeton on the Law of Torts § 109, at 756–57 (5th ed.1984)). Applying this definition, we 

concluded that the defendant's contention that he had conducted “thorough” research was just puffery, 

which was not actionable under the Lanham Act. See Lipton, 71 F.3d at 474. 

[32] Lipton's and Pennzoil Co.'s definition of puffery does not translate well into the world of 

images. Unlike words, images cannot be vague or broad. Cf. Pennzoil Co., 987 F.2d at 945. To the 

contrary, visual depictions of a product are generally “specific and measurable,” id. at 946, and can 

therefore “be proven either true or false,” Lipton, 71 F.3d at 474 (internal quotation marks omitted), as 

this case demonstrates. Yet, if a visual representation is so grossly exaggerated that no reasonable 

buyer would take it at face value, there is no danger of consumer deception and hence, no basis for a 

false advertising claim. Cf. Johnson & Johnson Merck Consumer Pharm. Co. v. Smithkline Beecham Corp., 

960 F.2d 294, 298 (2d Cir. 1992) (“[T]he injuries redressed in false advertising cases are the result of 

public deception. Thus, where the plaintiff cannot demonstrate that a statistically significant part of the 

commercial audience holds the false belief allegedly communicated by the challenged advertisement, 

the plaintiff cannot establish that it suffered any injury as a result of the advertisement's message. 

Without injury there can be no claim, regardless of commercial context, prior advertising history, or 

audience sophistication.”); see also U.S. Healthcare, Inc. v. Blue Cross of Greater Philadelphia, 898 F.2d 

914, 922 (3d Cir. 1990) (“Mere puffery, advertising that is not deceptive for no one would rely on its 

exaggerated claims, is not actionable under § 43(a).” (internal quotation marks omitted)). 

[33] Other circuits have recognized that puffery can come in at least two different forms. See, e.g., 

Pizza Hut, Inc. v. Papa John’s Int'l, Inc., 227 F.3d 489, 497 (5th Cir. 2000). The first form we identified in 

Lipton—“a general claim of superiority over comparable products that is so vague that it can be 

understood as nothing more than a mere expression of opinion.” Id.; see Lipton, 71 F.3d at 474. The 

second form of puffery, which we did not address in Lipton, is “an exaggerated, blustering, and 

boasting statement upon which no reasonable buyer would be justified in relying.” Pizza Hut, Inc., 227 
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F.3d at 497; accord United Indus. Corp. v. Clorox Co., 140 F.3d 1175, 1180 (8th Cir. 1998) (“Puffery is 

exaggerated advertising, blustering, and boasting upon which no reasonable buyer would rely and is 

not actionable under § 43(a).” (internal quotation marks omitted)). We believe that this second 

conception of puffery is a better fit where, as here, the “statement” at issue is expressed not in words, 

but through images. 

[34] The District Court determined that the Internet Advertisements did not satisfy this 

alternative definition of puffery because DIRECTV's own evidence showed that “many HDTV 

equipment purchasers are confused as to what image quality to expect when viewing non-HD 

broadcasts, as their prior experience with the equipment is often limited to viewing HD broadcasts or 

other digital images on floor model televisions at large retail chains.” Time Warner Cable, Inc., 475 

F.Supp.2d at 307. Given this confusion, the District Court reasoned that “consumers unfamiliar with HD 

equipment could be led to believe that using an HD television set with an analog cable feed might 

result in the sort of distorted images showcased in DIRECTV's Internet Advertisements, especially 

since those advertisements make reference to ‘basic cable.’” Id. 

[35] Our review of the record persuades us that the District Court clearly erred in rejecting 

DIRECTV's puffery defense. The “OTHER TV” images in the Internet Advertisements are—to borrow 

the words of Ronald Boyer, TWC's Senior Network Engineer—“unwatchably blurry, distorted, and 

pixelated, and . . . nothing like the images a customer would ordinarily see using Time Warner Cable's 

cable service.” Boyer further explained that 

the types of gross distortions shown in DIRECTV's Website Demonstrative and Banner 

Ads are not the type of disruptions that could naturally happen to an analog or non-HD 

digital cable picture. These advertisements depict the picture quality of cable television 

as a series of large colored square blocks, laid out in a grid like graph paper, which nearly 

entirely obscure the image. This is not the type of wavy or “snowy” picture that might 

occur from degradation of an unconverted analog cable picture, or the type of macro-

blocking or “pixelization” that might occur from degradation of a digital cable picture. 

Rather, the patchwork of colored blocks that DIRECTV depicts in its advertisement 

appears to be the type of distortion that would result if someone took a low-resolution 

photograph and enlarged it too much or zoomed in too close. If DIRECTV intended the 

advertisement to depict a pixelization problem, this is a gross exaggeration of one. 

[36] As Boyer's declaration establishes, the Internet Advertisements' depictions of cable are not 

just inaccurate; they are not even remotely realistic. It is difficult to imagine that any consumer, 

whatever the level of sophistication, would actually be fooled by the Internet Advertisements into 

thinking that cable's picture quality is so poor that the image is “nearly entirely obscure [d].” As 

DIRECTV states in its brief, “even a person not acquainted with cable would realize TWC could not 

realistically supply an unwatchably blurry image and survive in the marketplace.” 

[37] In reaching the contrary conclusion, the District Court relied heavily on the declaration of Jon 

Gieselman, DIRECTV's Senior Vice–President of Advertising and Public Relations. However, Gieselman 

merely stated that the common misconception amongst first-time purchasers of HD televisions is that 

“they will automatically get exceptional clarity on every channel” just by plugging their new television 

sets into the wall. Nothing in Gieselman's declaration indicates that consumers mistakenly believe that 

hooking up their HD televisions to an analog cable feed will produce an unwatchably distorted picture. 

More importantly, the Internet Advertisements do not claim that the “OTHER TV” is an HD television 

set, or that the corresponding images represent what happens when an HD television is connected to 

basic cable. The Internet Advertisements simply purport to compare the picture quality of DIRECTV's 

programming to that of basic cable programming, and as discussed above, the comparison is so 

obviously hyperbolic that “no reasonable buyer would be justified in relying” on it in navigating the 

marketplace. Pizza Hut, Inc., 227 F.3d at 497. 
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[38] For these reasons, we conclude that the District Court exceeded its permissible discretion in 

preliminarily enjoining DIRECTV from disseminating the Internet Advertisements. 

 . . . . 

3. Literally True But Misleading Advertising 

The following opinion, which emerged out of litigation between two companies that both claim to 

make pizza, is lengthy and detailed. It is included here because it covers a variety of important issues in 

false advertising law, such as what qualifies as a representation of fact (rather than as opinion or 

puffery) and what kind of evidence is necessary to prove that a misleading statement is material to 

consumers’ decision to purchase. 

 

Pizza Hut, Inc. v. Papa John’s Intern., Inc. 

227 F.3d 489 (5th Cir. 2000) 

E. GRADY JOLLY, Circuit Judge: 

[1] This appeal presents a false advertising claim under section 43(a) of the Lanham Act, resulting 

in a jury verdict for the plaintiff, Pizza Hut. At the center of this appeal is Papa John’s four word slogan 

“Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” 

[2] The appellant, Papa John’s International Inc. (“Papa John’s”), argues that the slogan “cannot 

and does not violate the Lanham Act” because it is “not a misrepresentation of fact.” The appellee, Pizza 

Hut, Inc., argues that the slogan, when viewed in the context of Papa John’s overall advertising 

campaign, conveys a false statement of fact actionable under section 43(a) of the Lanham Act. The 

district court, after evaluating the jury's responses to a series of special interrogatories and denying 

Papa John’s motion for judgment as a matter of law, entered judgment for Pizza Hut stating: 

When the “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” slogan is considered in light of the entirety of 

Papa John’s post-May 1997 advertising which violated provisions of the Lanham Act and 

in the context in which it was juxtaposed with the false and misleading statements 

contained in Papa John’s print and broadcast media advertising, the slogan itself became 

tainted to the extent that its continued use should be enjoined. 

We conclude that (1) the slogan, standing alone, is not an objectifiable statement of fact upon 

which consumers would be justified in relying, and thus not actionable under section 43(a); and (2) 

while the slogan, when utilized in connection with some of the post-May 1997 comparative 

advertising—specifically, the sauce and dough campaigns—conveyed objectifiable and misleading 

facts, Pizza Hut has failed to adduce any evidence demonstrating that the facts conveyed by the slogan 

were material to the purchasing decisions of the consumers to which the slogan was directed. Thus, 

the district court erred in denying Papa John’s motion for judgment as a matter of law. We therefore 

reverse the judgment of the district court denying Papa John’s motion for judgment as a matter of law, 
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vacate its final judgment, and remand the case to the district court for entry of judgment for Papa 

John’s. 

I 

A 

[3] Pizza Hut is a wholly owned subsidiary of Tricon Global Restaurants. With over 7000 

restaurants (both company and franchisee-owned), Pizza Hut is the largest pizza chain in the United 

States. In 1984, John Schnatter founded Papa John’s Pizza in the back of his father’s tavern. Papa John’s 

has grown to over 2050 locations, making it the third largest pizza chain in the United States. 

[4] In May 1995, Papa John’s adopted a new slogan: “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” In 1996, 

Papa John’s filed for a federal trademark registration for this slogan with the United States Patent & 

Trademark Office (“PTO”). Its application for registration was ultimately granted by the PTO. Since 

1995, Papa John’s has invested over $300 million building customer goodwill in its trademark “Better 

Ingredients. Better Pizza.” The slogan has appeared on millions of signs, shirts, menus, pizza boxes, 

napkins and other items, and has regularly appeared as the “tag line” at the end of Papa John’s radio 

and television ads, or with the company logo in printed advertising. 

[5] On May 1, 1997, Pizza Hut launched its “Totally New Pizza” campaign. This campaign was the 

culmination of “Operation Lightning Bolt,” a nine-month, $50 million project in which Pizza Hut 

declared “war” on poor quality pizza. From the deck of a World War II aircraft carrier, Pizza Hut's 

president, David Novak, declared “war” on “skimpy, low quality pizza.” National ads aired during this 

campaign touted the “better taste” of Pizza Hut's pizza, and “dared” anyone to find a “better pizza.” 

[6] In early May 1997, Papa John’s launched its first national ad campaign. The campaign was 

directed towards Pizza Hut, and its “Totally New Pizza” campaign. In a pair of TV ads featuring Pizza 

Hut's co-founder Frank Carney, Carney touted the superiority of Papa John’s pizza over Pizza Hut's 

pizza. Although Carney had left the pizza business in the 1980's, he returned as a franchisee of Papa 

John’s because he liked the taste of Papa John’s pizza better than any other pizza on the market. The ad 

campaign was remarkably successful. During May 1997, Papa John’s sales increased 11.7 percent over 

May 1996 sales, while Pizza Hut's sales were down 8 percent. 

[7] On the heels of the success of the Carney ads, in February 1998, Papa John’s launched a second 

series of ads touting the results of a taste test in which consumers were asked to compare Papa John’s 

and Pizza Hut's pizzas. In the ads, Papa John’s boasted that it “won big time” in taste tests. The ads 

were a response to Pizza Hut's “dare” to find a “better pizza.” The taste test showed that consumers 

preferred Papa John’s traditional crust pizzas over Pizza Hut's comparable pizzas by a 16–point margin 

(58% to 42%). Additionally, consumers preferred Papa John’s thin crust pizzas by a fourteen-point 

margin (57% to 43%). 

[8] Following the taste test ads, Papa John’s ran a series of ads comparing specific ingredients 

used in its pizzas with those used by its “competitors.” During the course of these ads, Papa John’s 

touted the superiority of its sauce and its dough. During the sauce campaign, Papa John’s asserted that 

its sauce was made from “fresh, vine-ripened tomatoes,” which were canned through a process called 

“fresh pack,” while its competitors—including Pizza Hut—make their sauce from remanufactured 

tomato paste. During the dough campaign, Papa John’s stated that it used “clear filtered water” to make 

its pizza dough, while the “biggest chain” uses “whatever comes out of the tap.” Additionally, Papa 

John’s asserted that it gives its yeast “several days to work its magic,” while “some folks” use “frozen 

dough or dough made the same day.” At or near the close of each of these ads, Papa John’s punctuated 

its ingredient comparisons with the slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” 

[9] Pizza Hut does not appear to contest the truthfulness of the underlying factual assertions 

made by Papa John’s in the course of these ads. Pizza Hut argues, however, that its own independent 

taste tests and other “scientific evidence” establishes that filtered water makes no difference in pizza 

dough, that there is no “taste” difference between Papa John’s “fresh-pack” sauce and Pizza Hut's 
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“remanufactured” sauce, and that fresh dough is not superior to frozen dough. In response to Pizza 

Hut's “scientific evidence,” Papa John’s asserts that “each of these ‘claims' involves a matter of common 

sense choice (fresh versus frozen, canned vegetables and fruit versus remanufactured paste, and 

filtered versus unfiltered water) about which individual consumers can and do form preferences every 

day without ‘scientific’ or ‘expert’ assistance.” 

[10] In November 1997, Pizza Hut filed a complaint regarding Papa John’s “Better Ingredients. 

Better Pizza.” advertising campaign with the National Advertising Division of the Better Business 

Bureau, an industry self-regulatory body. This complaint, however, did not produce satisfactory results 

for Pizza Hut. 

B 

[11] On August 12, 1998, Pizza Hut filed a civil action in the United States District Court for the 

Northern District of Texas charging Papa John’s with false advertising in violation of Section 

43(a)(1)(B) of the Lanham Act. The suit sought relief based on the above-described TV ad campaigns, 

as well as on some 249 print ads. On March 10, 1999, Pizza Hut filed an amended complaint. Papa 

John’s answered the complaints by denying that its advertising and slogan violated the Lanham Act. 

Additionally, Papa John’s asserted a counterclaim, charging Pizza Hut with engaging in false 

advertising. The parties consented to a jury trial before a United States magistrate judge. The parties 

further agreed that the liability issues were to be decided by the jury, while the equitable injunction 

claim and damages award were within the province of the court. 

[12] The trial began on October 26, 1999, and continued for over three weeks. At the close of 

Pizza Hut's case, and at the close of all evidence, Papa John’s moved for a judgment as a matter of law. 

The motions were denied each time. The district court, without objection, submitted the liability issue 

to the jury through special interrogatories.5 The special issues submitted to the jury related to (1) the 

slogan and (2) over Papa John’s objection, certain classes of groups of advertisements referred to as 

“sauce claims,” “dough claims,” “taste test claims,” and “ingredients claims.” 

[13] On November 17, 1999, the jury returned its responses to the special issues finding that Papa 

John’s slogan, and its “sauce claims” and “dough claims” were false or misleading and deceptive or 

likely to deceive consumers.6 The jury also determined that Papa John’s “taste test” ads were not 

 

5 Although Papa John’s did not object to the submission of the issue of Lanham Act liability to the 

jury via special interrogatories, it did object to the district court's refusal to submit special 

interrogatories on the essential elements of materiality and injury. Specifically, Papa John’s submitted 

the following proposed jury interrogatories: (1) “Do you find that any false or misleading description 

or representation of fact in Papa John’s Slogan ‘Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.’ are material in that 

they are likely to influence the purchasing decisions of prospective purchasers of pizza? ” (emphasis 

added); and (2) “Do you find that any facts or misleading descriptions or representations of fact in 

Papa John’s Slogan ‘Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.’ are likely to cause injury or damage to Pizza Hut 

in terms of declining sales or loss of good will?” The district court, without issuing written reasons, 

denied Papa John’s request for special jury interrogatories on these two elements of Pizza Hut's prima 

facie case. 

6 Specifically, the jury answered “Yes” to each of the following interrogatories: (1) Did you find 

that Papa John’s “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza” slogan is false or misleading, and was a false or 

misleading description or representation of fact which deceived or was likely to deceive a substantial 

number of the consumers to whom the slogan was directed; (2) Did you find that Papa John’s “sauce” 

claims are false or misleading, and was a false or misleading description or representation of fact 

which deceived or was likely to deceive a substantial number of the consumers to whom the slogan 

was directed; and (3) Did you find that Papa John’s “dough” claims are false or misleading, and was a 
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deceptive or likely to deceive consumers, and that Papa John’s “ingredients claims” were not false or 

misleading.7 As to Papa John’s counterclaims against Pizza Hut, the jury found that two of the three 

Pizza Hut television ads at issue were false or misleading and deceptive or likely to deceive 

consumers.8 

[14] On January 3, 2000, the trial court, based upon the jury's verdict and the evidence presented 

by the parties in support of injunctive relief and on the issue of damages, entered a Final Judgment and 

issued a Memorandum Opinion and Order. The court concluded that the “Better Ingredients. Better 

Pizza.” slogan was “consistent with the legal definition of non-actionable puffery” from its introduction 

in 1995 until May 1997. However, the slogan “became tainted . . . in light of the entirety of Papa John’s 

post-May 1997 advertising.” Based on this conclusion, the magistrate judge permanently enjoined 

Papa John’s from “using any slogan in the future that constitutes a recognizable variation of the phrase 

‘Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.’ or which uses the adjective ‘Better’ to modify the terms ‘ingredients' 

and/or ‘pizza’.” Additionally, the court enjoined Papa John’s from identifying Frank Carney as a co-

founder of Pizza Hut, “unless such advertising includes a voice-over, printed statement or a 

superimposed message which states that Frank Carney has not been affiliated with Pizza Hut since 

1980,” and enjoined the dissemination of any advertising that was produced or disseminated prior to 

the date of this judgment and that explicitly or implicitly states or suggested that “Papa John’s 

component is superior to the same component of Pizza Hut's pizzas.” Finally, the court enjoined Papa 

John’s from “explicitly or implicitly claim[ing] that a component of Papa John’s pizza is superior to the 

same component of Pizza Hut's unless the superiority claim is supported by either (1) scientifically 

demonstrated attributes of superiority or (2) taste test surveys.” Additionally, the injunction required 

that if the claim is supported by taste test surveys, the advertising shall include a printed statement, 

voice-over or “super,” whichever is appropriate, stating the localities where the tests were conducted, 

the inclusive dates on which the surveys were performed, and the specific pizza products that were 

tested. The court also awarded Pizza Hut $467,619.75 in damages for having to run corrective ads. 

[15] On January 20, 2000, Papa John’s filed a notice of appeal with our court. On January 26, we 

granted Papa John’s motion to stay the district court's injunction pending appeal. 

II 

[16] We review the district court's denial of a motion for judgment as a matter of law de novo 

applying the same standards as the district court. . . . Thus, for purposes of this appeal, we will review 

the evidence, in the most favorable light to Pizza Hut, to determine if, as a matter of law, it is sufficient 

to support a claim of false advertising under section 43(a) of the Lanham Act. 

 

false or misleading description or representation of fact which deceived or was likely to deceive a 

substantial number of the consumers to whom the slogan was directed? Although the jury was 

specifically asked whether the advertisements were likely to deceive consumers, the interrogatories 

failed to ask whether the deception created by these advertisements was material to the consumers to 

which the ads were directed—that is, whether consumers actually relied on the misrepresentations in 

making purchasing decisions. 

7 Specifically, the jury answered “No” to the following interrogatories: (1) Did you find that Papa 

John’s “taste test” commercials are a false or misleading description or representation of fact which 

deceived or was likely to deceive a substantial number of the consumers to whom the slogan was 

directed; and (2) Did you find that Papa John’s “ingredients” claims are false or misleading? The 

“ingredients” ads found not to be false or misleading did not include any of the “sauce” or “dough” ads. 

8 Pizza Hut has not sought to appeal the jury's verdict regarding its advertising. 
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III 

. . . . 

B 

[17] The law governing false advertising claims under section 43(a) of the Lanham Act is well 

settled. In order to obtain monetary damages or equitable relief in the form of an injunction, “a plaintiff 

must demonstrate that the commercial advertisement or promotion is either literally false, or that [if 

the advertisement is not literally false,] it is likely to mislead and confuse consumers.” Seven–Up, 86 

F.3d at 1390 (citing McNeil–P.C.C., Inc. v. Bristol–Myers Squibb Co., 938 F.2d 1544, 1548–49 (2d Cir. 

1991)); see also Johnson & Johnson v. Smithkline Beecham Corp., 960 F.2d 294, 298 (2d Cir. 1992).9 If the 

statement is shown to be misleading, the plaintiff must also introduce evidence of the statement's 

impact on consumers, referred to as materiality. American Council of Certified Podiatric Physicians and 

Surgeons v. American Bd. of Podiatric Surgery, Inc., 185 F.3d 606, 614 (6th Cir. 1999). 

(1) 

(a) 

[18] Essential to any claim under section 43(a) of the Lanham Act is a determination of whether 

the challenged statement is one of fact—actionable under section 43(a)—or one of general opinion—

not actionable under section 43(a). Bald assertions of superiority or general statements of opinion 

cannot form the basis of Lanham Act liability . . . . Rather the statements at issue must be a “specific and 

measurable claim, capable of being proved false or of being reasonably interpreted as a statement of 

objective fact.” Coastal Abstract Serv., Inc. v. First Am. Title Ins. Co., 173 F.3d 725, 731 (9th Cir. 1999); 

see also American Council, 185 F.3d at 614 (stating that “a Lanham Act claim must be based upon a 

statement of fact, not of opinion”). As noted by our court in Presidio: “[A] statement of fact is one that 

(1) admits of being adjudged true or false in a way that (2) admits of empirical verification.” Presidio, 

784 F.2d at 679; see also Southland Sod Farms v. Stover Seed Co., 108 F.3d 1134, 1145 (9th Cir. 1997) 

(stating that in order to constitute a statement of fact, a statement must make “a specific and 

measurable advertisement claim of product superiority”). 

(b) 

[19] One form of non-actionable statements of general opinion under section 43(a) of the Lanham 

Act has been referred to as “puffery.” Puffery has been discussed at some length by other circuits. The 

Third Circuit has described “puffing” as “advertising that is not deceptive for no one would rely on its 

 

9 When construing the allegedly false or misleading statement to determine if it is actionable 

under section 43(a), the statement must be viewed in the light of the overall context in which it 

appears. See Avis, 782 F.2d at 385; Southland, 108 F.3d at 1139. “Fundamental to any task of 

interpretation is the principle that text must yield to context.” Avis, 782 F.2d at 385. Context will often 

help to determine whether the statement at issue is so overblown and exaggerated that no reasonable 

consumer would likely rely upon it. As the court in Federal Express Corporation v. United States Postal 

Service, 40 F.Supp.2d 943 (W.D.Tenn.1999), noted: 

On its face, [the statement at issue] does not seem to be the type of vague, general 

exaggeration which no reasonable person would rely upon in making a purchasing 

decision. Nevertheless, the determination of whether an advertising statement should be 

deemed puffery is driven by the context in which the statement is made. Where the 

context of an advertising statement may lend greater specificity to an otherwise vague 

representation, the court should not succumb to the temptation to hastily rule a phrase to 

be unactionable under the Lanham Act. 

Id. at 956. 
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exaggerated claims.” U.S. Healthcare, Inc. v. Blue Cross of Greater Philadelphia, 898 F.2d 914 (3d Cir. 

1990) . . . .10 

[20] These definitions of puffery are consistent with the definitions provided by the leading 

commentaries in trademark law. A leading authority on unfair competition has defined “puffery” as an 

“exaggerated advertising, blustering, and boasting upon which no reasonable buyer would rely,” or “a 

general claim of superiority over a comparative product that is so vague, it would be understood as a 

mere expression of opinion.” 4 J. Thomas McCarthy, McCarthy on Trademark and Unfair Competition 

§ 27.38 (4th ed.1996).11 Similarly, Prosser and Keeton on Torts defines “puffing” as “a seller's privilege 

to lie his head off, so long as he says nothing specific, on the theory that no reasonable man would 

believe him, or that no reasonable man would be influenced by such talk.” W. Page Keeton, et al., 

Prosser and Keeton on the Law of Torts § 109, at 757 (5th ed.1984). 

[21] Drawing guidance from the writings of our sister circuits and the leading commentators, we 

think that non-actionable “puffery” comes in at least two possible forms: (1) an exaggerated, 

blustering, and boasting statement upon which no reasonable buyer would be justified in relying; or 

(2) a general claim of superiority over comparable products that is so vague that it can be understood 

as nothing more than a mere expression of opinion. 

(2) 

(a) 

[22] With respect to materiality, when the statements of fact at issue are shown to be literally 

false, the plaintiff need not introduce evidence on the issue of the impact the statements had on 

consumers. See Castrol, Inc. v. Quaker State Corp., 977 F.2d 57, 62 (2d Cir. 1992); Avila v. Rubin, 84 F.3d 

222, 227 (7th Cir. 1996). In such a circumstance, the court will assume that the statements actually 

misled consumers. See American Council, 185 F.3d at 614; Johnson & Johnson, Inc. v. GAC Int'l, Inc., 862 

F.2d 975, 977 (2d Cir. 1988); U–Haul Inter'l, Inc. v. Jartran, Inc., 793 F.2d 1034, 1040 (9th Cir. 1986). On 

the other hand, if the statements at issue are either ambiguous or true but misleading, the plaintiff 

must present evidence of actual deception. See American Council, 185 F.3d at 616; Smithkline, 960 F.2d 

at 297 (stating that when a “plaintiff's theory of recovery is premised upon a claim of implied 

falsehood, a plaintiff must demonstrate, by extrinsic evidence, that the challenged commercials tend to 

mislead or confuse”); Avila, 84 F.3d at 227. The plaintiff may not rely on the judge or the jury to 

determine, “based solely upon his or her own intuitive reaction, whether the advertisement is 

deceptive.” Smithkline, 960 F.2d at 297. Instead, proof of actual deception requires proof that 

“consumers were actually deceived by the defendant's ambiguous or true-but-misleading statements.” 

American Council, 185 F.3d at 616 . . . . 

 

10 In the same vein, the Second Circuit has observed that “statements of opinion are generally not 

the basis for Lanham Act liability.” Groden v. Random House, 61 F.3d 1045, 1051 (2d Cir. 1995). When a 

statement is “obviously a statement of opinion,” it cannot “reasonably be seen as stating or implying 

provable facts.” Id. “The Lanham Act does not prohibit false statements generally. It prohibits only false 

or misleading description or false or misleading representations of fact made about one's own or 

another's goods or services.” Id. at 1052. 

11 McCarthy on Trademarks goes on to state: “[V]ague advertising claims that one's product is 

‘better’ than that of competitors' can be dismissed as mere puffing that is not actionable as false 

advertising.” 4 J. Thomas McCarthy, McCarthy on Trademarks and Unfair Competition § 27:38 (4th 

ed.1997). 
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(b) 

[23] The type of evidence needed to prove materiality also varies depending on what type of 

recovery the plaintiff seeks. Plaintiffs looking to recover monetary damages for false or misleading 

advertising that is not literally false must prove actual deception . . . . Plaintiffs attempting to prove 

actual deception have to produce evidence of actual consumer reaction to the challenged advertising 

or surveys showing that a substantial number of consumers were actually misled by the 

advertisements. See, e.g., PPX Enters., Inc. v. Audiofidelity Enters., Inc., 818 F.2d 266, 271 (2d Cir. 1987) 

(“Actual consumer confusion often is demonstrated through the use of direct evidence, e.g., testimony 

from members of the buying public, as well as through circumstantial evidence, e.g., consumer surveys 

or consumer reaction tests.”). 

[24] Plaintiffs seeking injunctive relief must prove that defendant's representations “have a 

tendency to deceive consumers.” Balance Dynamics, 204 F.3d 683 at 690 . . . . Although this standard 

requires less proof than actual deception, plaintiffs must still produce evidence that the advertisement 

tends to deceive consumers . . . . To prove a tendency to deceive, plaintiffs need to show that at least 

some consumers were confused by the advertisements. See, e.g., American Council, 185 F.3d at 618 

(“Although plaintiff need not present consumer surveys or testimony demonstrating actual deception, 

it must present evidence of some sort demonstrating that consumers were misled.”) 

IV 

[25] We turn now to consider the case before us. Reduced to its essence, the question is whether 

the evidence, viewed in the most favorable light to Pizza Hut, established that Papa John’s slogan 

“Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” is misleading and violative of section 43(a) of the Lanham Act. In 

making this determination, we will first consider the slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” standing 

alone to determine if it is a statement of fact capable of deceiving a substantial segment of the 

consuming public to which it was directed. Second, we will determine whether the evidence supports 

the district court's conclusion that after May 1997, the slogan was tainted, and therefore actionable, as 

a result of its use in a series of ads comparing specific ingredients used by Papa John’s with the 

ingredients used by its “competitors.” 

A 

[26] The jury concluded that the slogan itself was a “false or misleading” statement of fact, and the 

district court enjoined its further use. Papa John’s argues, however, that this statement “quite simply is 

not a statement of fact, [but] rather, a statement of belief or opinion, and an argumentative one at that.” 

Papa John’s asserts that because “a statement of fact is either true or false, it is susceptible to being 

proved or disproved. A statement of opinion or belief, on the other hand, conveys the speaker's state of 

mind, and even though it may be used to attempt to persuade the listener, it is a subjective 

communication that may be accepted or rejected, but not proven true or false.” Papa John’s contends 

that its slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” falls into the latter category, and because the phrases 

“better ingredients” and “better pizza” are not subject to quantifiable measures, the slogan is non-

actionable puffery. 

[27] We will therefore consider whether the slogan standing alone constitutes a statement of fact 

under the Lanham Act. Bisecting the slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.,” it is clear that the 

assertion by Papa John’s that it makes a “Better Pizza.” is a general statement of opinion regarding the 

superiority of its product over all others. This simple statement, “Better Pizza.,” epitomizes the 

exaggerated advertising, blustering, and boasting by a manufacturer upon which no consumer would 

reasonably rely. See, e.g., In re Boston Beer Co., 198 F.3d 1370, 1372 (Fed.Cir. 1999) (stating that the 

phrase “The Best Beer in America” was “trade puffery” and that such a general claim of superiority 

“should be freely available to all competitors in any given field to refer to their products or services”); 

Atari Corp. v. 3D0 Co., 1994 WL 723601, *2 (N.D.Cal. 1994) (stating that a manufacturer's slogan that its 

product was “the most advanced home gaming system in the universe” was non-actionable puffery); 
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Nikkal Indus., Ltd. v. Salton, Inc., 735 F.Supp. 1227, 1234 n. 3 (S.D.N.Y. 1990) (stating that a 

manufacturers claim that its ice cream maker was “better” than competition ice cream makers is non-

actionable puffery). Consequently, it appears indisputable that Papa John’s assertion “Better Pizza.” is 

non-actionable puffery.12 

[28] Moving next to consider separately the phrase “Better Ingredients.,” the same conclusion 

holds true. Like “Better Pizza.,” it is typical puffery. The word “better,” when used in this context is 

unquantifiable. What makes one food ingredient “better” than another comparable ingredient, without 

further description, is wholly a matter of individual taste or preference not subject to scientific 

quantification. Indeed, it is difficult to think of any product, or any component of any product, to which 

the term “better,” without more, is quantifiable. As our court stated in Presidio: 

The law recognizes that a vendor is allowed some latitude in claiming merits of his wares 

by way of an opinion rather than an absolute guarantee, so long as he hews to the line of 

rectitude in matters of fact. Opinions are not only the lifestyle of democracy, they are the 

brag in advertising that has made for the wide dissemination of products that otherwise 

would never have reached the households of our citizens. If we were to accept the thesis 

set forth by the appellees, [that all statements by advertisers were statements of fact 

actionable under the Lanham Act,] the advertising industry would have to be liquidated 

in short order. 

Presidio, 784 F.2d at 685. Thus, it is equally clear that Papa John’s assertion that it uses “Better 

Ingredients.” is one of opinion not actionable under the Lanham Act. 

[29] Finally, turning to the combination of the two non-actionable phrases as the slogan “Better 

Ingredients. Better Pizza.,” we fail to see how the mere joining of these two statements of opinion could 

create an actionable statement of fact. Each half of the slogan amounts to little more than an 

exaggerated opinion of superiority that no consumer would be justified in relying upon. It has not been 

explained convincingly to us how the combination of the two phrases, without more, changes the 

essential nature of each phrase so as to make it actionable. We assume that “Better Ingredients.” 

modifies “Better Pizza.” and consequently gives some expanded meaning to the phrase “Better Pizza,” 

i.e., our pizza is better because our ingredients are better. Nevertheless, the phrase fails to give “Better 

Pizza.” any more quantifiable meaning. Stated differently, the adjective that continues to describe 

“pizza” is “better,” a term that remains unquantifiable, especially when applied to the sense of taste. 

Consequently, the slogan as a whole is a statement of non-actionable opinion. Thus, there is no legally 

sufficient basis to support the jury's finding that the slogan standing alone is a “false or misleading” 

statement of fact.  

B 

[30] We next will consider whether the use of the slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” in 

connection with a series of comparative ads found by the jury to be misleading—specifically, ads 

comparing Papa John’s sauce and dough with the sauce and dough of its competitors—“tainted” the 

statement of opinion and made it misleading under section 43(a) of the Lanham Act. Before reaching 

the ultimate question of whether the slogan is actionable under the Lanham Act, we will first examine 

the sufficiency of the evidence supporting the jury's conclusion that the comparison ads were 

misleading. 

 

12 It should be noted that Pizza Hut uses the slogan “The Best Pizza Under One Roof.” Similarly, 

other nationwide pizza chains employ slogans touting their pizza as the “best”: (1) Domino's Pizza uses 

the slogan “Nobody Delivers Better.”; (2) Danato's uses the slogan “Best Pizza on the Block.”; (3) Mr. 

Gatti's uses the slogan “Best Pizza in Town: Honest!”; and (4) Pizza Inn uses the slogans “Best Pizza 

Ever.” and “The Best Tasting Pizza.” 
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(1) 

[31] After the jury returned its verdict, Papa John’s filed a post-verdict motion under Federal Rule 

of Civil Procedure 50 for a judgment as a matter of law. In denying Papa John’s motion, the district 

court, while apparently recognizing that the slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” standing alone is 

non-actionable puffery under the Lanham Act, concluded that after May 1997, the slogan was 

transformed as a result of its use in connection with a series of ads that the jury found misleading. 

These ads had compared specific ingredients used by Papa John’s with the ingredients used by its 

competitors.13 In essence, the district court held that the comparison ads in which the slogan appeared 

as the tag line gave objective, quantifiable, and fact-specific meaning to the slogan. Consequently, the 

court concluded that the slogan was misleading and actionable under section 43(a) of the Lanham Act 

and enjoined its further use. 

(2) 

[32] We are obligated to accept the findings of the jury unless the facts point so overwhelmingly 

in favor of one party that no reasonable person could arrive at a different conclusion. See Scottish 

Heritable Trust v. Peat Marwick Main & Co., 81 F.3d 606, 610 (5th Cir. 1996). In examining the record 

evidence, we must view it the way that is most favorable to upholding the verdict. See Hiltgen v. 

Sumrall, 47 F.3d 695, 700 (5th Cir. 1995). Viewed in this light, it is clear that there is sufficient evidence 

to support the jury's conclusion that the sauce and dough ads were misleading statements of fact 

actionable under the Lanham Act. 

[33] Turning first to the sauce ads, the evidence establishes that despite the differences in the 

methods used to produce their competing sauces: (1) the primary ingredient in both Pizza Hut and 

Papa John’s sauce is vine-ripened tomatoes; (2) at the point that the competing sauces are placed on 

the pizza, just prior to putting the pies into the oven for cooking, the consistency and water content of 

the sauces are essentially identical; and (3) as noted by the district court, at no time “prior to the close 

of the liability phase of trial was any credible evidence presented [by Papa John’s] to demonstrate the 

existence of demonstrable differences” in the competing sauces. Consequently, the district court was 

correct in concluding that: “Without any scientific support or properly conducted taste preference test, 

by the written and/or oral negative connotations conveyed that pizza made from tomato paste 

concentrate is inferior to the ‘fresh pack’ method used by Papa John’s, its sauce advertisements 

conveyed an impression which is misleading . . . .” Turning our focus to the dough ads, while the 

evidence clearly established that Papa John’s and Pizza Hut employ different methods in making their 

pizza dough, again, the evidence established that there is no quantifiable difference between pizza 

 

13 In its memorandum opinion addressing Papa John’s post-verdict Rule 50 motion, the court 

stated: 

Although Papa John’s started in May 1995 with a slogan which was essentially ambiguous 

and self-laudatory, consistent with the legal definition of non-actionable puffery, Papa 

John’s deliberately and intentionally exploited its slogan as a centerpiece of its 

subsequent advertising campaign after May 1997 which falsely portrayed Papa Johns's 

tomato sauce and pizza dough as being superior to the sauce and dough components 

used in Pizza Hut's pizza products. When the “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” slogan is 

considered in light of the entirety of Papa John’s post-May 1997 advertising which 

violated the provisions of the Lanham Act and in the context in which it was juxtaposed 

with the false and misleading statements contained in Papa John’s print and broadcast 

media advertising, the slogan itself became tainted to the extent that its continued use 

should be enjoined. 
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dough produced through the “cold or slow-fermentation method” (used by Papa John’s), or the “frozen 

dough method” (used by Pizza Hut).14 Further, although there is some evidence indicating that the 

texture of the dough used by Papa John’s and Pizza Hut is slightly different, this difference is not 

related to the manufacturing process used to produce the dough. Instead, it is due to a difference in the 

wheat used to make the dough. Finally, with respect to the differences in the pizza dough resulting 

from the use of filtered water as opposed to tap water, the evidence was sufficient for the jury to 

conclude that there is no quantifiable difference between dough produced with tap water, as opposed 

to dough produced with filtered water. 

[34] We should note again that Pizza Hut does not contest the truthfulness of the underlying 

factual assertions made by Papa John’s in the course of the sauce and dough ads. Pizza Hut concedes 

that it uses “remanufactured” tomato sauce to make its pizza sauce, while Papa John’s uses “fresh-

pack.” Further, in regard to the dough, Pizza Hut concedes the truth of the assertion that it uses tap 

water in making its pizza dough, which is often frozen, while Papa John’s uses filtered water to make 

its dough, which is fresh—never frozen. Consequently, because Pizza Hut does not contest the factual 

basis of Papa John’s factual assertions, such assertions cannot be found to be factually false, but only 

impliedly false or misleading. 

[35] Thus, we conclude by saying that although the ads were true about the ingredients Papa 

John’s used, it is clear that there was sufficient evidence in the record to support the jury's conclusion 

that Papa John’s sauce and dough ads were misleading—but not false—in their suggestion that Papa 

John’s ingredients were superior. 

(3) 

[36] Thus, having concluded that the record supports a finding that the sauce and dough ads are 

misleading statements of fact, we must now determine whether the district court was correct in 

concluding that the use of the slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” in conjunction with these 

misleading ads gave quantifiable meaning to the slogan making a general statement of opinion 

misleading within the meaning of the Lanham Act. 

[37] In support of the district court's conclusion that the slogan was transformed, Pizza Hut 

argues that “in construing any advertising statement, the statement must be considered in the overall 

context in which it appears.” Building on the foundation of this basic legal principle, see Avis, 782 F.2d 

at 385, Pizza Hut argues that “[t]he context in which Papa John’s slogan must be viewed is the 2 1/2 

year campaign during which its advertising served as ‘chapters' to demonstrate the truth of the ‘Better 

Ingredients. Better Pizza.’ book.” Pizza Hut argues, that because Papa John’s gave consumers specific 

facts supporting its assertion that its sauce and dough are “better”—specific facts that the evidence, 

when viewed in the light most favorable to the verdict, are irrelevant in making a better pizza—Papa 

John’s statement of opinion that it made a “Better Pizza” became misleading. In essence, Pizza Hut 

argues, that by using the slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” in combination with the ads 

comparing Papa John’s sauce and dough with the sauce and dough of its competitions, Papa John’s gave 

quantifiable meaning to the word “Better” rendering it actionable under section 43(a) of the Lanham 

Act. 

[38] We agree that the message communicated by the slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” is 

expanded and given additional meaning when it is used as the tag line in the misleading sauce and 

dough ads. The slogan, when used in combination with the comparison ads, gives consumers two fact-

specific reasons why Papa John’s ingredients are “better.” Consequently, a reasonable consumer would 

 

14 The testimony of Pizza Hut's expert, Dr. Faubion, established that although consumers stated a 

preference for fresh dough rather than frozen dough, when taste tests were conducted, respondents 

were unable to distinguish between pizza made on fresh as opposed to frozen dough. 
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understand the slogan, when considered in the context of the comparison ads, as conveying the following 

message: Papa John’s uses “better ingredients,” which produces a “better pizza” because Papa John’s 

uses “fresh-pack” tomatoes, fresh dough, and filtered water. In short, Papa John’s has given definition 

to the word “better.” Thus, when the slogan is used in this context, it is no longer mere opinion, but 

rather takes on the characteristics of a statement of fact. When used in the context of the sauce and 

dough ads, the slogan is misleading for the same reasons we have earlier discussed in connection with 

the sauce and dough ads.15 

(4) 

[39] Concluding that when the slogan was used as the tag line in the sauce and dough ads it 

became misleading, we must now determine whether reasonable consumers would have a tendency to 

rely on this misleading statement of fact in making their purchasing decisions. We conclude that Pizza 

Hut has failed to adduce evidence establishing that the misleading statement of fact conveyed by the 

ads and the slogan was material to the consumers to which the slogan was directed. Consequently, 

because such evidence of materiality is necessary to establish liability under the Lanham Act, the 

district court erred in denying Papa John’s motion for judgment as a matter of law. 

[40] As previously discussed, none of the underlying facts supporting Papa John’s claims of 

ingredient superiority made in connection with the slogan were literally false. Consequently, in order 

 

15 The judgment of the district court enjoining the future use by Papa John’s of the slogan “Better 

Ingredients. Better Pizza.” did not simply bar Papa John’s use of the slogan in future ads comparing its 

sauce and dough with that of its competitors. Rather, the injunction permanently enjoined any future 

use of the slogan “in association with the sale, promotion and/or identification of pizza products sold 

under the Papa John’s name.” Further, the injunction precluded Papa John’s from using the “adjective 

‘better’ to modify the terms ‘ingredients' and/or ‘pizza.’ ” While it is clear that the jury did not make 

any finding to support such a broad injunction, and Pizza Hut offered no survey evidence indicating 

how potential consumers viewed the slogan, the district court concluded that the evidence established 

that 

Papa John’s deliberately and intentionally exploited its slogan as a centerpiece of its 

subsequent advertising campaign after May 1997 which falsely portrayed Papa John’s 

tomato sauce and pizza dough as being superior to the sauce and dough components 

used in Pizza Hut's products . . . . [Thus,] the slogan itself became tainted to the extent 

that its continued use should be enjoined. 

Our review of the record convinces us that there is simply no evidence to support the district 

court's conclusion that the slogan was irreparably tainted as a result of its use in the misleading 

comparison sauce and dough ads. At issue in this case were some 249 print ads and 29 television 

commercials. After a thorough review of the record, we liberally construe eight print ads to be sauce 

ads, six print ads to be dough ads, and six print ads to be both sauce and dough ads. Further, we 

liberally construe nine television commercials to be sauce ads and two television commercials to be 

dough ads. Consequently, out of a total of 278 print and television ads, the slogan appeared in only 31 

ads that could be liberally construed to be misleading sauce or dough ads. 

We find simply no evidence, survey or otherwise, to support the district court's conclusion that 

the advertisements that the jury found misleading—ads that constituted only a small fraction of Papa 

John’s use of the slogan—somehow had become encoded in the minds of consumers such that the 

mention of the slogan reflectively brought to mind the misleading statements conveyed by the sauce 

and dough ads. Thus, based on the record before us, Pizza Hut has failed to offer sufficient evidence to 

support the district court's conclusion that the slogan had become forever “tainted” by its use as the 

tag line in the handful of misleading comparison ads. 
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to satisfy its prima facie case, Pizza Hut was required to submit evidence establishing that the 

impliedly false or misleading statements were material to, that is, they had a tendency to influence the 

purchasing decisions of, the consumers to which they were directed.16 See American Council, 185 F.3d 

at 614 (stating that “a plaintiff relying upon statements that are literally true yet misleading cannot 

obtain relief by arguing how consumers could react; it must show how consumers actually do 

react”); . . . see also 4 J. Thomas McCarthy, McCarthy on Trademarks and Unfair Competition, § 27:35 

(4th ed.1997)(stating that the “[p]laintiff must make some showing that the defendant's 

misrepresentation was ‘material’ in the sense that it would have some effect on consumers' purchasing 

decision”).17 We conclude that the evidence proffered by Pizza Hut fails to make an adequate showing. 

[41] In its appellate brief and during the course of oral argument, Pizza Hut directs our attention 

to three items of evidence in the record that it asserts establishes materiality to consumers. First, Pizza 

Hut points to the results of a survey conducted by an “independent expert” (Dr. Dupont) regarding the 

use of the slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” as written on Papa John’s pizza box (the box 

survey). The results of the box survey, however, were excluded by the district court.18 Consequently, 

these survey results provide no basis for the jury's finding. 

[42] Second, Pizza Hut points to two additional surveys conducted by Dr. Dupont that attempted 

to measure consumer perception of Papa John’s “taste test” ads. This survey evidence, however, fails to 

address Pizza Hut's claim of materiality with respect to the slogan. Moreover, the jury rejected Pizza 

Hut's claims of deception with regard to Papa John’s “taste test” ads—the very ads at issue in these 

surveys. 

[43] Finally, Pizza Hut attempts to rely on Papa John’s own tracking studies and on the alleged 

subjective intent of Papa John’s executives “to create a perception that Papa John’s in fact uses better 

ingredients” to demonstrate materiality. Although Papa John’s 1998 Awareness, Usage & Attitude 

Tracking Study showed that 48% of the respondents believe that “Papa John’s has better ingredients 

 

16 Since Pizza Hut sought only equitable relief and no monetary damages, it was required to offer 

evidence sufficient to establish that the claims made by Papa John’s had the “tendency to deceive 

consumers,” rather than evidence indicating that the claims made by Papa John’s actually deceived 

consumers. American Council, 185 F.3d at 606; see also Balance Dynamics, 204 F.3d at 690 (emphasis 

added). 

17 In Johnson & Johnson v. Smithkline Beecham Corp., 960 F.2d 294 (2d Cir. 1992), the Second 

Circuit discussed this requirement in some detail: 

Where, as here, a plaintiff's theory of recovery is premised upon a claim of implied 

falsehood, a plaintiff must demonstrate, by extrinsic evidence, that the challenged 

commercials tend to mislead or confuse consumers. It is not for the judge to determine, 

based solely upon his or her own intuitive reaction whether the advertisement is 

deceptive. Rather, as we have reiterated in the past, “the question in such cases is—what 

does the person to whom the advertisement is addressed find to be the message?” That 

is, what does the public perceive the message to be. 

The answer to this question is pivotal because, where the advertisement is literally true, 

it is often the only measure by which a court can determine whether a commercial's net 

communicative effect is misleading. Thus, the success of a plaintiff's implied falsity claim 

usually turns on the persuasiveness of a consumer survey. 

Id. at 287–98. 

18 Pizza Hut has not sought review on appeal of the district court's ruling that the results of the 

box survey were inadmissible. 
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than other national pizza chains,” the study failed to indicate whether the conclusions resulted from 

the advertisements at issue, or from personal eating experiences, or from a combination of both. 

Consequently, the results of this study are not reliable or probative to test whether the slogan was 

material. Further, Pizza Hut provides no precedent, and we are aware of none, that stands for the 

proposition that the subjective intent of the defendant's corporate executives to convey a particular 

message is evidence of the fact that consumers in fact relied on the message to make their purchases. 

Thus, this evidence does not address the ultimate issue of materiality. 

[44] In short, Pizza Hut has failed to offer probative evidence on whether the misleading facts 

conveyed by Papa John’s through its slogan were material to consumers: that is to say, there is no 

evidence demonstrating that the slogan had the tendency to deceive consumers so as to affect their 

purchasing decisions. See American Council, 185 F.3d at 614; Blue Dane, 178 F.3d at 1042–43; Sandoz 

Pharm. Corp. v. Richardson–Vicks, Inc., 902 F.2d 222, 228–29 (3d Cir. 1990). Thus, the district court 

erred in denying Papa John’s motion for judgment as a matter of law. 

[45] Additionally, we note that the district court erred in requiring Papa John’s to modify the 

Carney ads and the taste test ads. The Carney ads were removed from the jury's consideration by Pizza 

Hut, and the jury expressly concluded that the taste test ads were not actionable under section 43(a) of 

the Lanham Act. Thus, the district court, lacking the necessary factual predicate, abused its discretion 

in ordering Papa John’s to modify these ads. 

V 

[46] In sum, we hold that the slogan “Better Ingredients. Better Pizza.” standing alone is not an 

objectifiable statement of fact upon which consumers would be justified in relying. Thus, it does not 

constitute a false or misleading statement of fact actionable under section 43(a) of the Lanham Act. 

[47] Additionally, while the slogan, when appearing in the context of some of the post-May 1997 

comparative advertising—specifically, the sauce and dough campaigns—was given objectifiable 

meaning and thus became misleading and actionable, Pizza Hut has failed to adduce sufficient evidence 

establishing that the misleading facts conveyed by the slogan were material to the consumers to which 

it was directed. Thus, Pizza Hut failed to produce evidence of a Lanham Act violation, and the district 

court erred in denying Papa John’s motion for judgment as a matter of law. 

[48] Therefore, the judgment of the district court denying Papa John’s motion for judgment as a 

matter of law is REVERSED; the final judgment of the district court is VACATED; and the case is 

REMANDED for entry of judgment for Papa John’s. 

REVERSED, VACATED, and REMANDED with instructions. 

Questions and Comments 

1.  Consumer Deception as Distinct from Materiality. As stated in the introductory paragraphs of 

Part IV.A, among the five elements that a plaintiff must show to prevail on a false advertising claim are: 

(2) the advertising statement “either deceived or had the capacity to deceive a substantial segment of 

potential consumers” and (3) “[t]he deception is material, in that it is likely to influence the consumer’s 

purchasing decision.” Pizza Hut, Inc. v. Papa John’s Int’l, 227 F.3d 489, 495 (5th Cir. 2000). In its 

discussion of materiality, and specifically in paragraphs 22 and 44 of the opinion as excerpted, the 

Pizza Hut court may appear to merge these two elements together. See Johnson & Johnson Vision Care, 

Inc. v. 1-800 Contacts, Inc., 299 F.3d 1242, 1250 (11th Cir. 2002) (“[I]t appears that the Fifth Circuit 

blurred the boundary between the two elements in its recent Pizza Hut decision.”). It is worth keeping 

in mind that courts typically treat these two elements separately. As to the consumer deception 

element, literally false advertising (including advertising that is false by necessary implication) 

typically triggers a presumption of consumer deception, while true but misleading advertising 

typically requires extrinsic evidence (often in the form of survey evidence) to show that consumers are 

deceived. See DAVID H. BERNSTEIN & BRUCE P. KELLER, THE LAW OF ADVERTISING, MARKETING AND PROMOTIONS 
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§ 2.07 (2019). As to the materiality element, if an advertising statement is literally false, this typically 

triggers a presumption of materiality, while true but misleading advertising requires evidence that the 

statement is material to consumers’ decision to purchase. See MCCARTHY § 27:35. Importantly, 

however, in certain circuits, even literally false advertising will not trigger a presumption of 

materiality, which must instead be independently shown in all cases. See, e.g., Johnson & Johnson Vision 

Care, Inc. v. 1-800 Contacts, Inc., 299 F.3d 1242, 1250–51 (11th Cir. 2002) (“To the extent that the Fifth 

Circuit {Pizza Hut} decision marks a circuit split, we stand with the First and Second Circuits, 

concluding that the plaintiff must establish materiality even when a defendant's advertisement has 

been found literally false.”). 

4. Substantiation 

a. “Tests Prove” Claims 

When the defendant represents that “tests prove,” “studies show,” or “surveys show” some 

asserted fact, special doctrinal rules apply under Lanham Act § 43(a)(1)(B), 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a)(1)(B). 

David Bernstein and Bruce Keller explain: 

Under the Lanham Act, the plaintiff always has the burden of proving the defendant's 

claim false. If an advertisement asserts a fact, then it is not enough for a Lanham Act 

plaintiff to show that the claim was unsubstantiated. When, however, the defendant 

makes what is known as an "establishment claim," the plaintiff's burden to prove the 

claim false is reduced. An establishment claim conveys an express or implied message 

that "tests prove" a particular fact, or that "studies show" a particular claim, or any 

similar message indicating to the consumer that scientific or experimental evidence 

supports an advertising claim. In order to prove that an establishment claim is literally 

false, the plaintiff need only prove that the tests cited by the advertiser do not establish 

the proposition for which they are cited . . . . 

Generally, a plaintiff may prove that the cited tests do not support the proposition for 

which they are cited in one of two ways. First, the plaintiff may show that the tests, even 

if valid, do not establish the claims actually made by an advertisement. Second, an 

alternative method of proof is to show that the advertiser's cited tests are invalid and 

objectively unreliable. 

David H. Bernstein & Bruce P. Keller, The Law of Advertising, Marketing and Promotions § 2.07 (2019) 

(footnotes omitted). 

Establishment claims may be express or implied. Even when an advertisement does not use the 

phrase “tests prove” or its equivalents, the advertisement may be held to convey the same meaning 

through non-verbal indicia, such as when it depicts graphs or diagrams or scientists at work in a 

laboratory setting. See, e.g., L & F Prod., a Div. of Sterling Winthrop, Inc. v. Procter & Gamble Co., 845 F. 

Supp. 984, 1000 (S.D.N.Y. 1994), aff'd, 45 F.3d 709 (2d Cir. 1995) (“The commercials make no explicit 

reference to tests or studies. Nonetheless, a commercial may imply that tests or studies support a 

superiority claim. For example, a product comparison performed by actors dressed as scientists on a 

set appearing to be a laboratory may imply that tests or studies were conducted. Plaintiffs bear the 

burden of demonstrating that commercials convey such implied messages.”). 

The following case, Castrol Inc. v. Quaker State Corp., 977 F.2d 57 (2d Cir. 1992), remains one of 

the most important foundational cases setting forth establishment claim doctrine under Lanham Act 

§ 43(a)(1)(B). 
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Castrol Inc. v. Quaker State Corp. 

977 F.2d 57 (2d Cir. 1992) 

WALKER, Circuit Judge: 

[1] A Quaker State television commercial asserts that “tests prove” its 10W–30 motor oil provides 

better protection against engine wear at start-up. In a thoughtful opinion reported at 1992 WL 47981 

(S.D.N.Y. March 2, 1992), the United States District Court for the Southern District of New York 

(Charles S. Haight, Judge ) held that plaintiff-appellee Castrol, Inc. (“Castrol”) had proven this 

advertised claim literally false pursuant to § 43(a) of the Lanham Act, 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a) (1988). The 

district court issued a March 20, 1992 Order preliminarily enjoining defendants-appellants Quaker 

State Corporation, Quaker State Oil Refining Corporation, and Grey Advertising Inc., (“Quaker State”), 

from airing the commercial. We agree that Castrol has shown a likelihood of success in proving the 

commercial literally false. We accordingly affirm. 

 

BACKGROUND 

[2] Judge Haight's March 2, 1992 opinion thoroughly recites the facts of this case. We describe 

only those facts essential to the disposition of this appeal. 

The voiceover to Quaker State's 10W–30 motor oil commercial states: 

Warning: Up to half of all engine wear can happen when you start your car. 

At this critical time, tests prove Quaker State 10W–30 protects better than any other 

leading 10W–30 motor oil. 

In an overwhelming majority of engine tests, Quaker State 10W–30 flowed faster to all 

vital parts. In all size engines tested, Quaker State protected faster, so it protected better. 

Get the best protection against start up wear. Today's Quaker State! It's one tough motor 

oil. 

[3] Visually, the commercial begins with a man entering a car and then shows a bottle of Quaker 

State 10W–30 motor oil. Large, block letters, superimposed over the bottle, “crawl” across the screen 

with the words: 

AT START UP QUAKER STATE 10W–30 PROTECTS BETTER THAN ANY OTHER LEADING 

10W–30 MOTOR OIL. 

Originally, this “crawl” used the words “tests prove” instead of “at start up,” but shortly after the filing 

of the current lawsuit Quaker State revised the message. The commercial then shows an engine, 

superimposed over which are bottles of Quaker State and four competing motor oils (including Castrol 

GTX 10W–30) and a bar graph depicting the speed with which each oil flowed to components of a 

Chrysler engine. The Quaker State bar is higher than all four competitors indicating that it flowed 

faster. The commercial closes with the words: “ONE TOUGH MOTOR OIL.” 

[4] Polymethacrylate or “PMA,” an additive intended to quicken oil flow to engine parts, is the 

source of Quaker State's superiority claim. The competitors listed in its commercial use olefin 

copolymer or “OCP,” another additive. Two laboratory tests, the first run in 1987 and the second in 

1991, have compared Quaker State's PMA–based oil with competing OCP–based oils. Rohm and Haas, 

the Pennsylvania corporation which manufactures PMA, conducted both tests. 

[5] Rohm and Haas' 1987 tests measured two performance indicators: “oiling time,” or the time it 

takes for oil to reach distant parts in a just-started engine, and engine wear, measured through the 

amount of metal debris observed in the oil after the engine had run. Rohm and Haas technicians filled 

engines, in all other respects similar, with either Quaker State's PMA–based 10W–30 oil, or with a 

generic OCP–based oil known as “Texstar.” During numerous engine starts, Quaker State's oil 

demonstrated a substantially faster oiling time, reaching distant engine parts as much as 100 seconds 
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earlier than the Texstar competitor. Contrary to expectations, however, this did not translate into 

reduced engine wear. A Rohm and Haas report stated that “[a]fter 64 starts . . . the Quaker State oil 

gave marginally better results, but there was no significant difference in wear metals accumulation 

between the two oils.” 

[6] Rohm and Haas initially attributed the poor engine wear results to the presence of “residual 

oil” remaining from the prior engine starts. They theorized that this oil might be lubricating the engine 

in the period between ignition and arrival of the new oil, and so might be preventing the faster flowing 

Quaker State oil from demonstrating better protection that is statistically significant. To address this, 

they conducted additional engine starts with a warm-up between each run so as to burn off the 

residual oil. The Rohm and Haas report, however, concluded that “[w]ear metals analysis for this test 

cycle also failed to differentiate significantly between the two oils . . . .” Thus, while the 1987 Rohm and 

Haas tests demonstrated faster oil flow, they could not prove better protection against engine wear 

that is statistically significant. 

[7] The 1991 Rohm and Haas tests compared Quaker State's oiling time with that of four leading 

OCP–based competitors, including Castrol GTX 10W–30. Again, Quaker State's PMA–based oil flowed 

significantly faster to engine parts. Using a 1991 2.2 liter Chrysler engine with a sump temperature of 

minus 20 degrees Fahrenheit, for example, the Quaker State oiling time was 345 seconds, as compared 

to the competing oils' times of 430, 430, 505 and 510 seconds. In the 1991 tests, as opposed to the 

1987 studies, Rohm and Haas made no attempt to measure whether this faster oiling time resulted in 

reduced engine wear. 

[8] Quaker State broadcast their commercial in November, 1991. On December 19, 1991, Castrol 

initiated the present action. Castrol asserted that no studies supported the commercial's claim that 

“tests prove” Quaker State's oil provides better protection, and that this claim of test-proven 

superiority constituted false advertising. It sought preliminary and permanent injunctive relief and 

damages pursuant to § 43(a) of the Lanham Act, 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a), New York General Business Law 

§§ 349, 350, and common law unfair competition. 

[9] At the hearing on the motion for a preliminary injunction, Quaker State relied on the Rohm 

and Haas tests. It argued that the Rohm and Haas oiling time findings support the advertised claim of 

better protection because oil which flows faster to engine parts necessarily protects them better. Dr. 

Elmer Klaus, Quaker State's sole expert witness, explained this “faster means better” theory as follows: 

Prior to start-up “the metal parts [of an engine] are not separated by a film of oil. The solid members 

are sitting on each other,” a condition referred to as “boundary lubrication.” Upon ignition, engine wear 

begins to occur. Soon, however, the movement of the parts generates a film of lubrication from the 

“residual oil” remaining from a prior running of the engine and engine wear ceases. But the heat of the 

running engine thins the residual oil which can no longer keep the parts sufficiently apart. The engine 

returns to a condition of boundary lubrication and wear again occurs until the arrival of the new oil. 

Dr. Klaus concluded that the faster the new oil flows to the engine parts, the better job it does of 

minimizing this second period of boundary lubrication. Faster oil flow, therefore, means better 

protection. 

[10] Castrol's three experts focused on the role of residual oil. They testified that the small 

amount of residual oil left from a prior running of an engine provides more than adequate lubrication 

at the next start-up. Moreover, they asserted that this residual oil remains functional for a significant 

period of time so that both PMA–based and OCP–based 10W–30 motor oils reach the engine parts 

before this residual oil burns off. Thus, they maintained, there is no second boundary lubrication 

period and Quaker State's faster oiling time is irrelevant to engine wear. 

[11] Castrol's experts supported their residual oil theory with a Rohm and Haas videotape, 

produced in the course of its tests, which shows the residual oil present on the cam lobe interface of a 

Chrysler 2.2 liter engine. Dr. Hoult, who narrated the tape for the court, explained that “as the film goes 
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on the lubricant there will never go away[,] which means it's lubricated throughout the starting 

process and that's the basic reason that the time for the replenishment oil to reach these parts is not 

related to wear[,] because the parts have already lubricated okay.” 

[12] The experts also cited the near absence of catastrophic engine failure since the imposition of 

mandatory “pumpability” standards, known as “J300” standards, in the early 1980's. Pumpability 

refers to the ease with which the pump can spread oil throughout the engine. As pumpability increases, 

oiling times decrease. Prior to the J300 standards, certain oils became unpumpable in cold weather. 

This, the experts testified, caused engines to suffer catastrophic failure within a “fraction” of a second 

after the residual oil had burned off. The J300 standards, however, required increased pumpability and 

have virtually eradicated reported cases of engine failure. The experts inferred that all 10W–30 oils, 

which are required to meet the J300 standards, must therefore be reaching the engine before the 

residual oil burns off. At best, there is only a “fraction” of a second between residual oil burn-off and 

catastrophic failure during which a faster flowing oil could conceivably reduce engine wear. 

[13] The district court assessed the parties' conflicting testimony in its March 2, 1991 opinion. 

Judge Haight found Dr. Klaus' testimony lacking in credibility because 

[Dr. Klaus'] current research programs at Pennsylvania State University are funded in 

significant part by Quaker State or an industry association to which Quaker State belongs. 

Klaus arrived at his opinions not on the basis of independent research but by digesting 

technical papers furnished to him by Quaker State and Rohm and Haas in preparation for 

his testimony; and he acknowledged that he reached his conclusion concerning Quaker 

State's better protection before even being made aware of the contrary 1987 Rohm and 

Haas tests. 

Judge Haight credited the testimony of Castrol's three experts. In addition, he found their testimony 

corroborated by three key facts: (1) the failure of the 1987 Rohm and Haas tests to demonstrate 

reduced engine wear; (2) the Rohm and Haas technician's 1987 hypothesis that the presence of 

residual oil might be the reason for the failure to show better engine wear protection that is 

statistically significant; and (3) the virtual disappearance of catastrophic engine failure following the 

imposition of the J300 standards. Judge Haight accordingly “accept[ed]” the residual oil theory put 

forth by these experts. The court explained that an engine is like “a fort besieged by an encircling and 

encroaching enemy.” The enemy is engine wear; the fort's supplies are residual oil; and a relief column 

on its way to reinforce the fort is the new oil. “If that relief column does not reach the bearing surfaces 

before the residual oil is burned away, the engine will suffer not only wear but catastrophic failure . . . . 

[T]he Quaker State commercial is false because the evidence shows that during the time differentials 

demonstrated by the [Rohm and Haas] oiling tests, residual oil holds the fort.” 

[14] Judge Haight concluded that because residual oil “holds the fort,” Rohm and Haas' faster 

oiling time findings did not necessarily prove better protection. He consequently held that “Castrol has 

established the likelihood of proving at trial the falsity of Quaker State's claim that tests prove its oil 

protects better against start-up engine wear.” On March 20, 1992, 1992 WL 73569 the district court 

entered an Order granting preliminary injunctive relief. Quaker State appeals. 

DISCUSSION 

. . . . 

To succeed under § 43(a), a plaintiff must demonstrate that “an advertisement is either literally 

false or that the advertisement, though literally true, is likely to mislead and confuse consumers . . . . 

Where the advertising claim is shown to be literally false, the court may enjoin the use of the claim 

‘without reference to the advertisement's impact on the buying public.’” McNeil–P.C.C., Inc. v. Bristol–

Myers Squibb Co., 938 F.2d 1544, 1549 (2d Cir. 1991) (quoting Coca–Cola, 690 F.2d at 317) (citations 

omitted). Here, Castrol contends that the challenged advertisement is literally false. It bears the burden 

of proving this to a “likelihood of success” standard. 
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[15] As we have on two occasions explained, plaintiff bears a different burden in proving literally 

false the advertised claim that tests prove defendant's product superior, than it does in proving the 

falsity of a superiority claim which makes no mention of tests. In Procter & Gamble Co. v. Chesebrough–

Pond's, Inc., 747 F.2d 114 (2d Cir. 1984), for example, Chesebrough alleged the literal falsity of 

Procter's advertised claim that “clinical tests” proved its product superior. Id. at 116. Procter, in return, 

challenged as literally false a Chesebrough commercial which, making no mention of tests, asserted 

that its lotion was equal in effectiveness to any leading brand. Id. We explained that in order to prove 

literally false Procter's claim of “test-proven superiority,” Chesebrough bore the burden of “showing 

that the tests referred to by P & G were not sufficiently reliable to permit one to conclude with 

reasonable certainty that they established the proposition for which they were cited.” Id. at 119. We 

held that Procter could prove false Chesebrough's advertisement, however, “only upon adducing 

evidence” that affirmatively showed Chesebrough's claim of parity to be false. Id. 

[16] We drew this same distinction in McNeil–P.C.C., Inc. v. Bristol–Myers Squibb Co., 938 F.2d 

1544 (2d Cir. 1991). Bristol–Myers initially advertised to trade professionals that “clinical studies” had 

shown its analgesic provided better relief than McNeil's. Id. at 1546. Bristol–Myers' later televised 

commercial made the product superiority claim but “did not refer to clinical studies.” Id. We held that, 

with respect to the initial trade advertising, “McNeil could . . . meet its burden of proof by 

demonstrating that these studies did not establish that AF Excedrin provided superior pain relief.” Id. 

at 1549. With respect to the televised commercial, however, McNeil bore the burden of generating 

“scientific proof that the challenged advertisement was false.” Id. 

[17] A plaintiff's burden in proving literal falsity thus varies depending on the nature of the 

challenged advertisement. Where the defendant's advertisement claims that its product is superior, 

plaintiff must affirmatively prove defendant's product equal or inferior. Where, as in the current case, 

defendant's ad explicitly or implicitly represents that tests or studies prove its product superior, 

plaintiff satisfies its burden by showing that the tests did not establish the proposition for which they 

were cited. McNeil, 938 F.2d at 1549. We have held that a plaintiff can meet this burden by 

demonstrating that the tests were not sufficiently reliable to permit a conclusion that the product is 

superior. Procter, 747 F.2d at 119 . . . . The Procter “sufficiently reliable” standard of course assumes 

that the tests in question, if reliable, would prove the proposition for which they are cited. If the 

plaintiff can show that the tests, even if reliable, do not establish the proposition asserted by the 

defendant, the plaintiff has obviously met its burden. In such a case, tests which may or may not be 

“sufficiently reliable,” are simply irrelevant. 

[18] The district court held that Castrol had met this latter burden, stating that “Castrol has 

established the likelihood of proving at trial the falsity of Quaker State's claim that tests prove its oil 

protects better . . . .” In this Lanham Act case, we will reverse the district court's order of preliminary 

injunctive relief “only upon a showing that it abused its discretion, which may occur when a court 

bases its decision on clearly erroneous findings of fact or on errors as to applicable law.” Procter, 747 

F.2d at 118. 

I. The district court committed no errors of law. 

[19] Quaker State contends that the district court improperly shifted the burden of proof to the 

defendant when it stated that “the claim that tests demonstrate . . . superiority is false because no test 

does so and [Dr.] Klaus' analysis fails to fill the gap.” It argues that plaintiff bears the burden in a false 

advertising action and there should be no “gap” for defendant to fill. 

[20] Where a plaintiff challenges a test-proven superiority advertisement, the defendant must 

identify the cited tests. Plaintiff must then prove that these tests did not establish the proposition for 

which they were cited. McNeil, 938 F.2d at 1549. At the hearing, Quaker State cited the 1987 and 1991 

Rohm and Haas oiling time tests in conjunction with Dr. Klaus' theory of engine wear at the second 

boundary lubrication period. Castrol's burden was to prove that neither the Rohm and Haas tests 
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alone, nor the tests in conjunction with Dr. Klaus' theory, permitted the conclusion to a reasonable 

certainty that Quaker State's oil protected better at start-up. The district court's statement that “no test 

[demonstrates superiority] and Klaus' analysis fails to fill the gap” is a finding that Castrol, through its 

residual oil theory, met its burden. It is, in substance, a finding that the Quaker State tests, which 

proved faster oiling time, are irrelevant to their claim that Quaker State's oil protects better at start-up. 

Therefore, we need not consider the tests' reliability. The district court's statement does not shift the 

burden to defendant. 

[21] Quaker State also contends that the district court should have subjected the 1987 Rohm and 

Haas engine wear results to Procter's “sufficiently reliable” test before relying on them. It argues, in 

other words, that the Procter standard applies not only to the studies offered to support defendant's 

claim of test-proven superiority, but also to plaintiff's evidence offered to rebut this claim. 

[22] Quaker State misreads Procter. In that case, we established that a plaintiff proves false a test-

proven superiority claim when it shows that “the tests referred to by [defendant were] not sufficiently 

reliable . . . .” Id. at 119. This phrase merely establishes plaintiff's burden of proof with respect to 

defendant's tests. It in no way limits the evidence which plaintiff may use in meeting this burden. Such 

evidence is governed by the usual standards of admissibility. It was not error for the district court to 

consider the 1987 tests in this regard. 

II. The district court's findings as to the role of residual oil were not clearly erroneous. 

[23] Quaker State asserts that the district court's factual findings as to the role of residual oil are 

clearly erroneous. See Fed.R.Civ.P. 52(a). We disagree. 

. . . . 

III. Is the district court's injunction overly broad? 

[24] In a March 20, 1992 memorandum opinion accompanying its simultaneously-issued Order of 

Preliminary Injunction, the district court explained its intent “to enjoin preliminarily Quaker State 

from claiming ‘that tests prove its oil protects better against start-up engine wear.’” The injunction, 

however, goes beyond this limited intent. Paragraph 2 of the injunction states that 

Defendants . . . are preliminarily enjoined from broadcasting, publishing or 

disseminating, in any manner or in any medium, any advertisement, commercial, or 

promotional matter . . . that claims, directly or by clear implication, that: 

(a) Quaker State 10W–30 motor oil provides superior protection against engine wear at 

start-up; 

(b) Quaker State 10W–30 motor oil provides better protection against engine wear at 

start-up than other leading 10W–30 motor oils, including Castrol GTX 10W–30; or 

(c) Castrol GTX 10W–30 motor oil provides inferior protection against engine wear at 

start-up. 

This paragraph enjoins Quaker State from distributing any advertisement claiming that its oil provides 

superior protection against engine wear at start-up, whether or not the ad claims test-proven 

superiority. As explained above, Castrol bears a different burden of proof with respect to this broader 

injunction than it does in seeking to enjoin only commercials which make the test-proven superiority 

claim. 

[25] The district court expressly found that Castrol had met its burden with respect to any test-

proven superiority advertisement. It stated that “Castrol has established the likelihood of proving at 

trial the falsity of Quaker State's claim that tests prove its oil protects better . . . .” Its injunction would 

be too broad, however, absent the additional finding that Castrol had met its burden with respect to 

superiority advertisements that omit the “tests prove” language. As we have noted above, Castrol 

meets this burden by adducing proof that Quaker State's oil is not, in fact, superior. 
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[26] Judge Haight made this additional finding. Castrol submitted the report from the 1987 Rohm 

and Haas tests as proof that Quaker State's oil did not protect better. This submission was proper 

under our holding that “[plaintiff can] rel[y] on and analy[se] data generated by [defendant] as 

scientific proof that the challenged advertisement was false.” McNeil–P.C.C., 938 F.2d at 1549. The 

district court, referring to this document, stated that “the record makes it crystal clear that to the 

extent tests were performed to demonstrate better wear protection (as opposed to faster flowing), the 

tests contradict, rather than support the claim. I refer to the 1987 Rohm and Haas tests . . . .” (emphasis 

added). The court went on to find that “Quaker State presents no convincing argument to counter the 

unequivocal conclusion of Roland [author of the 1987 report], a Rohm and Haas scientist, that the 

1987 tests failed to demonstrate a superiority in protection against engine wear . . . .” These statements 

amount to a finding that Castrol has met the additional burden. The injunction is not overly broad. 

[27] Quaker State also asks us to limit the injunction to advertisements based on the 1987 and 

1991 Rohm and Haas tests. It contends that it should not be barred from advertising a superiority 

claim if later tests should support it. 

[28] Any time a court issues a preliminary injunction there is some chance that, after the issuance 

of the order but prior to a full adjudication on the merits, changes in the operative facts will undercut 

the court's rationale. We will not, however, require the district court to draft a technical and narrow 

injunction to address the possibility of additional tests which are, at this time, purely hypothetical. If 

tests supporting its claim do come to light, Quaker State may move to modify or dissolve the injunction. 

See Flavor Corp. of Am. v. Kemin Indus., Inc., 503 F.2d 729, 732 (8th Cir. 1974); 11 C. Wright & A. Miller, 

Federal Practice and Procedure, § 2961 at 604 (1973). We will likely have jurisdiction to review the 

district court's disposition of such a motion, and can consider the issue at that point if necessary. See 

28 U.S.C. § 1292(a)(1) (1988); United States v. City of Chicago, 534 F.2d 708, 711 (7th Cir. 1976) (denial 

of motion to dissolve preliminary injunction is appealable pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1292(a)(1)); Int'l 

Brotherhood of Teamsters v. Western Penn. Motor Carriers Ass'n, 660 F.2d 76, 80 (3d Cir. 1981) (denial 

of motion to amend injunction is appealable). 

CONCLUSION 

[29] We affirm the district court's March 20, 1992 Order granting the preliminary injunction. 

b. Comparative Claims 

Firms often make comparative statements of fact (rather than mere subjective opinion or 

exaggerated puffery) about the merits of their products, and they often do so without reference to 

studies or any other kind of scientific basis for their claims. Such statements are not “establishment 

claims” but they are nevertheless subject to particular doctrinal rules. Bernstein and Keller explain: 

Comparative claims are generally of two sorts: superiority and parity claims. Statements 

that consumers “prefer” a product or that it is “more effective” than its competitor's 

product are comparative superiority claims. Proving these claims false requires evidence 

that the competitor's product is superior or equivalent to the advertiser’s product as to 

the claim at issue. A claim that consumers think that a product is “as good as” a 

competitor's, or that “nothing is more effective,” by contrast, is a parity (or equivalence) 

claim that can be proved false by showing that the competitor’s product is superior. 

BERNSTEIN & KELLER § 2.08 (2019). 
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Groupe SEB USA, Inc. v. Euro-Pro Operating LLC 

774 F.3d 192 (3d Cir. 2014) 

FISHER, Circuit Judge. 

[1] In this false advertising case, Euro–Pro Operating, LLC (“Euro–Pro”) appeals the District 

Court’s order granting a motion for a preliminary injunction brought by Groupe SEB USA, Inc. (“SEB”). 

The District Court found that two advertising claims on Euro–Pro’s steam irons likely violated section 

43(a) of the Lanham Act, 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a), and enjoined Euro–Pro from using those claims. Euro–

Pro raises several issues on appeal, but we principally consider how courts should interpret an 

advertising claim when the packaging or label unambiguously defines a claim term. The District Court 

decided that the packaging’s definition of a claim term applies to the claim’s explicit message. Based on 

this decision, the District Court disregarded consumer survey evidence offering alternative meanings 

for the claim term. We agree with the District Court and find its approach firmly based in false 

advertising law and logic. And because we conclude that the District Court did not otherwise abuse its 

discretion in granting the preliminary injunction, we will affirm. 

I. 

A. 

[2] SEB distributes and sells various household consumer products under several brand names 

throughout the country. This case involves SEB’s electric steam irons sold under the Rowenta brand 

name, namely the Rowenta Focus, Model No. DW5080 (“Rowenta DW5080”), and the Rowenta 

Steamium, Model No. DW9080 (“Rowenta DW9080”). Euro–Pro manufactures, markets, and 

distributes kitchen and household appliances. It sells these products under the Shark brand name. The 

dispute here arises from advertising claims on the packaging of two Shark steam irons, the Shark 

Professional, Model No. GI405–55 (“Shark 405”), and the Shark Ultimate Professional, Model No. 

GI505–55 (“Shark 505”). 

[3] The Shark 405 packaging includes two advertising claims. First, text on the bottom right of the 

front packaging asserts that the Shark 405 offers “MORE POWERFUL STEAM vs. Rowenta®†† at half 

the price.” J.A. at A3, A805. The “††” characters refer to a fine-print footnote on the bottom of the 

packaging, which states that the claim is “††[b]ased on independent comparative steam burst testing 

to Rowenta DW5080 (grams/shot).” Id. Text on the top right of the front packaging also asserts that 

the Shark 405 delivers “# 1 MOST POWERFUL STEAM*.” Id. Again, there is a fine-print reference to this 

claim on the bottom of the packaging that states the Shark 405 “ *[o]ffers more grams per minute 

(maximum steam setting while bursting before water spots appear) when compared to leading 

competition in the same price range, at time of printing.” Id. The Shark 505 packaging makes 

substantially the same claims.  

[4] Additionally, both the Shark 405 and the Shark 505 include hang tags on the steam irons for 

store displays. The hang tags claim that the Shark steam irons deliver “MORE POWERFUL STEAM vs. 

Rowenta . . . at half the price.” J.A. at A4. The hang tags also include a reference stating that the claim is 

“[b]ased on independent comparative steam burst testing” to the respective Rowenta steam irons in 

“(grams/shot).” Id. 

[5] SEB first learned of the comparative advertising claims on the Shark steam irons in October 

2013. Soon thereafter, SEB directed its internal laboratory to conduct testing to determine whether the 

claims were true. The lab ran tests comparing the Shark 505 and the Rowenta DW9080. The tests 

measured (1) the variable steam rate in grams per minute according to International Electrical 

Corporation (“IEC”) 60311 protocol and (2) the mass of a shot of steam in grams per shot according to 
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IEC 60311 protocol.2 The test results showed that the Rowenta DW9080 performed the same as the 

Shark 505 in terms of variable steam rate in grams per minute, with both measuring 37 grams per 

minute. In the test measuring grams per shot of steam, the Rowenta DW9080 outperformed the Shark 

505, with measurements of 1.34 grams per shot and 1.00 grams per shot, respectively. 

[6] Because SEB’s internal test results were inconsistent with the Shark advertising claims, SEB 

commissioned SLG Prüfund Zertifizierungs GmbH (“SLG”), an independent laboratory based in 

Germany, to conduct independent tests based on the Shark claims. SLG tested three steam irons of each 

model in accordance with IEC 60311 protocol, and it delivered its findings to SEB in a comprehensive 

thirty-eight page report (“SLG Test Report”). The SLG Test Report showed that the Rowenta DW5080 

and the Rowenta DW9080 outperformed the Shark 405 and the Shark 505, respectively, in terms of 

grams per minute. For the test measuring steam power in grams per shot, the SLG Test Report showed 

that two of the three Shark 405 steam irons performed worse than all three Rowenta DW5080 steam 

irons, but one Shark 405 steam iron outperformed all three Rowenta DW5080 steam irons. The 

Rowenta DW5080’s average performance was higher than the Shark 405’s average performance.3 The 

SLG Test Report also showed that two of the three Rowenta DW9080 steam irons performed better in 

grams per shot than all three Shark 505 steam irons, and one Rowenta DW9080 performed worse than 

all three Shark 505 steam irons. The Rowenta DW9080’s average performance was higher than the 

Shark 505’s average performance. 

B. 

[7] On January 29, 2014, SEB filed a complaint in the United States District Court for the Western 

District of Pennsylvania, asserting claims for false advertising under the Lanham Act, 15 U.S.C. 

§ 1125(a), and for unfair competition under Pennsylvania common law. The following day, SEB moved 

for a preliminary injunction to enjoin Euro–Pro from making the claims on the Shark 405 and the 

Shark 505. 

[8] The District Court held an evidentiary hearing on March 19, 2014, to address SEB’s motion for 

a preliminary injunction. At the hearing, SEB introduced the aforementioned internal test results and 

the independent SLG Test Report to show that the claims on the Shark steam irons are false. Euro–Pro 

introduced testimony and a study from its scientific expert, Dr. Abid Kemal (collectively referred to as 

the “Kemal Report”). According to the Kemal Report, steam power is the kinetic energy of a steam 

burst divided by the duration of the burst. Using this measurement for steam power, the Kemal Report 

showed that the Shark 405 and the Shark 505 deliver more powerful steam than the Rowenta DW5080 

and the Rowenta DW9080, respectively. The Kemal Report also showed that “the mass of a shot of 

steam expelled from [the Shark steam irons] is comparable to the mass of a shot of steam (grams/shot) 

expelled from [the respective Rowenta steam irons].” Additionally, Euro–Pro introduced a consumer 

survey report prepared by Dr. Gary Ford (“the Ford Survey”) showing that consumers do not have a 

uniform understanding of the meaning of the phrase “more powerful steam.” 

. . . . 

III. 

. . . . 

A. 

. . . . 

 

2 As the District Court found, the IEC is the leading “international standards organization that prepares 

and publishes international standards for all electrical, electronic[,] and related technologies, 

collectively known as ‘electrotechnology.’ ” J.A. at A5. The IEC standards for steam irons are laid out in 

IEC 60311. 
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[9] A plaintiff can prevail in a false advertising action if it proves that the advertisement “is either 

(1) literally false or (2) literally true or ambiguous, but has the tendency to deceive consumers.” 

Novartis Consumer Health, Inc. v. Johnson & Johnson–Merck Consumer Pharm. Co., 290 F.3d 578, 586 (3d 

Cir.2002). Proof of literal falsity relieves the plaintiff of its burden to prove actual consumer deception. 

Id. Here, the only dispute is whether the Shark claims are literally false. 

[10] “A determination of literal falsity rests on an analysis of the message in context.” Johnson & 

Johnson–Merck Consumer Pharm. Co. v. Rhone–Poulenc Rorer Pharm., Inc., 19 F.3d 125, 129 (3d Cir. 

1994). In deciding whether an advertising claim is literally false, a court must decide first whether the 

claim conveys an unambiguous message and second whether that unambiguous message is false. 

Novartis, 290 F.3d at 586. “A ‘literally false’ message may be either explicit or ‘conveyed by necessary 

implication when, considering the advertisement in its entirety, the audience would recognize the 

claim as readily as if it had been explicitly stated.’ ” Id. at 586–87 (quoting Clorox Co. P.R. v. Proctor & 

Gamble Commercial Co., 228 F.3d 24, 35 (1st Cir.2000)). Unless the claim is unambiguous, however, it 

cannot be literally false. Id. at 587. “ ‘The greater the degree to which a message relies upon the viewer 

or consumer to integrate its components and draw the apparent conclusion . . . the less likely it is that a 

finding of literal falsity will be supported.’ ” Id. (quoting United Indus. Corp. v. Clorox Co., 140 F.3d 1175, 

1181 (8th Cir. 1998)). We review a district court’s findings that an advertising claim is unambiguous 

and literally false for clear error. See id. at 589. 

[11] The District Court analyzed the two advertising claims at issue separately. It first determined 

that Euro–Pro’s claim that the Shark steam irons offer “MORE POWERFUL STEAM vs. Rowenta” is 

unambiguous. The District Court found that the footnote reference to this claim governs the claim’s 

meaning, as the packaging explicitly claims that the Shark steam irons offer more powerful steam 

measured in grams per shot than the respective Rowenta steam irons. The District Court also 

determined that the “# 1 MOST POWERFUL STEAM” claim is unambiguous but for different reasons. 

Recognizing that the reference to this claim explicitly restricts the claim to comparisons to steam irons 

in the same price range and that Rowenta steam irons are in a higher price range, the District Court 

still found an unambiguous message of superiority over Rowenta steam irons conveyed by necessary 

implication due to the claim’s close proximity to the “MORE POWERFUL STEAM vs. Rowenta” claim. 

[12] With respect to the question of falsity, the District Court found that both claims are false 

because all the scientific evidence that measured steam power in grams per shot and grams per 

minute—the measurements for steam power provided on the Shark packaging—disproved Euro–Pro’s 

claims of superiority over Rowenta. The District Court rejected Euro–Pro’s scientific evidence, the 

Kemal Report, as irrelevant because it did not measure steam power in grams per shot or grams per 

minute. The District Court also observed that Euro–Pro failed to come forward with any other evidence 

that actually supported its claims. 

1. 

 [13] We agree with the District Court that the “MORE POWERFUL STEAM vs. Rowenta” claim is 

unambiguous. When a product’s packaging includes an advertising claim and unambiguously defines a 

claim term, the packaging’s definition of the claim term applies to the claim’s explicit message. As 

explained below, we think this rule is consistent with false advertising law and common sense. 

[14] In certain cases, determining the message conveyed by a claim is a simple exercise because 

the claim is explicit and unambiguous. See Novartis, 290 F.3d at 586. And so it is here. To make 

something explicit is to state it clearly and precisely. Therefore, when Euro–Pro took the affirmative 

step to include a reference on the Shark packaging that clearly defined the key term in its claim—that 

steam power is measured in grams per shot—it made an explicit claim. The claim is also unambiguous 

because grams per shot is a unit of measurement provided by the IEC, the leading independent 

publisher of standards for electrotechnology, including steam irons. Thus, there is no “ ‘apparent 

conclusion’ ” to be drawn about this claim’s meaning, id. at 587 (quoting United Indus., 140 F.3d at 



Beebe  –  Trademark Law: An Open-Source Casebook 

 

717 

V8.0/2021-11-12 

1181), nor is its meaning “balanced between several plausible meanings,” Clorox Co. P.R., 228 F.3d at 

35. There is only one available conclusion and only one plausible meaning—the claim means exactly 

what the reference on the packaging says it does. 

[15] Moreover, as we previously discussed, courts deciding whether a claim is literally false must 

view the claim in the context of the entire advertisement. See Rhone–Poulenc, 19 F.3d at 129. Here, the 

reference that defines the meaning of steam power is on the Shark packaging, and the claim expressly 

links to the reference using a symbol—“††” on the Shark 405 and “†” on the Shark 505. Thus, ignoring 

the reference in our analysis would be not only to read the claim out of context, but also to ignore part 

of the claim itself denoted by the symbol. 

[16] Our holding is also consistent with other areas of the law where courts interpreting a term’s 

meaning apply a specific definition if one is provided by the author. See, e.g., Meese v. Keene, 481 U.S. 

465, 484, 107 S.Ct. 1862, 95 L.Ed.2d 415 (1987) (“It is axiomatic that the statutory definition of the 

term excludes unstated meanings of that term.”); Phillips v. AWH Corp., 415 F.3d 1303, 1316 

(Fed.Cir.2005) (en banc) (“[O]ur cases recognize that the specification may reveal a special definition 

given to a claim term by the patentee that differs from the meaning it would otherwise possess. In such 

cases, the inventor’s lexicography governs.”); J.C. Penney Life Ins. Co. v. Pilosi, 393 F.3d 356, 363 (3d 

Cir.2004) (applying Pennsylvania law to interpret an insurance contract, and explaining that words 

expressly defined in a policy will be given that definition by courts interpreting the policy); 12 Richard 

A. Lord, Williston on Contracts, § 34:11, at 123 (4th ed. 2012) (“Another method for excluding usage is 

to have the contract define terms in a manner that is different from the industry or trade definitions 

for those terms. Then the contract definitions govern and usage is inapplicable. . . .”). We see no reason 

to depart from this principle here. 

[17] We therefore agree entirely with the District Court that the reference’s definition of steam 

power governs the term’s meaning in the “MORE POWERFUL STEAM vs. Rowenta” claim. Accordingly, 

the claim’s explicit and unambiguous message is that the Shark steam irons offer more powerful steam 

measured in grams per shot than the respective Rowenta steam irons. 

[18] The fact that the references are in fine-print footnotes and presumably less likely to be read 

by consumers does not alter our analysis, as Euro–Pro urges it should. We understand that other 

courts have held that footnote disclaimers purporting to make a false or misleading claim literally true 

cannot cure the claim’s false or misleading message. See, e.g., Am. Home Prods. Corp. v. Johnson & 

Johnson, 654 F.Supp. 568, 590 (S.D.N.Y.1987). We have not addressed this issue, see Pernod, 653 F.3d at 

252 n. 13 (declining to address the situation when an allegedly misleading claim is corrected by a true 

statement contained in fine print), and we do not decide it today. Our rather unremarkable holding 

here is analytically distinct. It is that what a product’s packaging says a claim term means is in fact part 

of the claim’s explicit message. If that explicit message is both unambiguous and false, the claim is 

literally false. 

[19] Nor does the presence of consumer survey evidence showing alternative meanings for a 

defined term affect our holding. Euro–Pro would have us ignore the packaging’s definition of steam 

power and instead credit consumer survey evidence demonstrating that the meaning of steam power 

is ambiguous. According to Euro–Pro, the District Court’s decision to ignore the Ford Survey is 

inconsistent with our decision in Pernod Ricard USA, LLC v. Bacardi U.S.A., Inc., 653 F.3d 241 (3d 

Cir.2011). The crux of Euro–Pro’s argument is that consumer surveys must be considered by courts in 

determining whether a claim’s message is ambiguous. As explained below, Euro–Pro’s argument does 

not hold up. 

[20] In Pernod, we addressed whether courts must always consider survey evidence showing that 

consumers are misled by an advertising claim. There, the appellant asserted that the name of a brand 

of rum, “Havana Club,” misled consumers about the brand’s geographic origin. Id. at 247. Beneath the 

“Havana Club” name, the label prominently stated that it was “Puerto Rican Rum,” an accurate 
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statement of where the rum was distilled. Id. at 245–46. The District Court found that the label made 

no false or misleading statement, so it disregarded consumer survey evidence showing that eighteen 

percent of consumers were confused about the brand’s geographic origin. See id. at 247–48. 

[21] We held that the district court properly disregarded the consumer survey evidence. Our 

conclusion rested on the principle “that there is and must be a point at which language is used plainly 

enough that the question ceases to be ‘what does this mean’ and becomes instead ‘now that it is clear 

what this means, what is the legal consequence.’ ” Id. at 251. Applying this principle, we observed that 

the label contained a “factually accurate, unambiguous statement of geographic origin,” prominently 

stating that it was “Puerto Rican Rum.” Id. at 252. As a consequence, we concluded that no reasonable 

consumer could be misled by the “Havana Club” name when it was considered in the context of this 

prominent truthful statement on the label. Id. at 252–53. Consumer survey evidence was therefore 

immaterial because the Lanham Act does not prohibit a claim that “reasonable people would have to 

acknowledge is not false or misleading.” Id. at 253. But we cautioned that judges should not “lightly 

disregard” consumer surveys because they may reveal “potential ambiguities in an advertisement” that 

show reasonable consumers may in fact be misled by the advertisement. Id. at 254–55. Finally, we 

noted that “a district court’s decision to disregard survey evidence is reviewable de novo, since it is 

founded on a legal conclusion based on underlying facts, that is that no reasonable consumer would be 

misled by an advertisement.” Id. at 255 n. 18. 

[22] As our discussion of Pernod demonstrates, it is readily distinguishable from the issue before 

us here. Unlike Pernod, the case before us involves claims of literal falsity, so evidence of actual 

consumer deception is not required. See Novartis, 290 F.3d at 586. By disregarding the consumer 

survey evidence in this case, the District Court did not make the same legal conclusion we recognized 

in Pernod: that no consumers could be misled by the advertisement. The District Court instead made a 

factual finding about what the claim means and that its message is clear and unambiguous. 

[23] Pernod does not license courts to use consumer survey evidence to define the meaning of 

words in an advertising claim. In fact, our analysis in Pernod recognized that words may be used 

plainly enough and carry baseline meanings such that consumer survey evidence is irrelevant. See 653 

F.3d at 251 (discussing Mead Johnson & Co. v. Abbott Labs., 201 F.3d 883, 886 (7th Cir.2000), opinion 

amended on denial of reh’g, 209 F.3d 1032 (7th Cir.2000) (explaining that “never before has survey 

research been used to determine the meaning of words, or to set the standard to which objectively 

verifiable claims must be held”)). In this case, Euro–Pro plainly explained on the packaging what it 

meant by its claim, so we are puzzled by Euro–Pro’s characterization of the District Court’s approach 

as a court inserting its “own perception” ahead of consumer perception. Far from using its own 

perception of the claim’s meaning, the District Court used the definition provided by Euro–Pro in the 

reference, and, concluding that Euro–Pro’s message was explicit and unambiguous, it reasonably 

declined to substitute the uninformed first impressions of consumers about the claim’s meaning. See 

Mead Johnson, 201 F.3d at 886. Euro–Pro chose a definition for steam power and now must live with it. 

It cannot use a consumer survey to create an ambiguity out of whole cloth. Accordingly, we conclude 

that the District Court did not err in failing to consider the Ford Survey in its analysis. 

[24] Turning to the “# 1 MOST POWERFUL STEAM” claim, we again agree with the District Court 

that this claim unambiguously conveys that Shark steam irons deliver more powerful steam than 

Rowenta steam irons. Unlike the “MORE POWERFUL STEAM vs. Rowenta” claim, however, the relevant 

message here is not explicit. The corresponding reference to the “# 1 MOST POWERFUL STEAM” claim 

states that the Shark steam irons “[o]ffer[ ] more grams per minute . . . when compared to leading 

competition in the same price range,” and the parties agree that Rowenta steam irons are in a different 

price range. But, as we discussed earlier, a literally false claim may also be conveyed by necessary 

implication when considering the advertisement in its entirety. See Novartis, 290 F.3d at 586–87. The 

question here is whether, “based on a facial analysis of the product name or advertising,  . . . the 

consumer will unavoidably receive a false message.” Id. at 587. Here, the answer is yes. The “# 1 MOST 
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POWERFUL STEAM” claim appears directly above the “MORE POWERFUL STEAM vs. Rowenta” claim, 

and the proximity of the two claims necessarily and unavoidably conveys a message that Shark steam 

irons offer the most powerful steam, even when compared to Rowenta steam irons. We therefore 

cannot say the District Court’s finding is clearly erroneous. 

2. 

[25] Having decided that the claims convey unambiguous messages, the next question is whether 

those messages are false. We find no clear error in the District Court’s determination that the messages 

are false. The District Court reasonably relied on SEB’s internal test results and the SLG Test Report. 

Both tests measured steam power in grams per shot and grams per minute—the measurements for 

steam power provided on the Shark packaging—in accordance with independent, objective standards 

promulgated by the IEC. Both tests also showed that the Rowenta steam irons either outperformed or 

performed as well as the Shark steam irons. Moreover, the Kemal Report acknowledged that there is 

no difference in grams per shot of steam between the Shark steam irons and the respective Rowenta 

steam irons. Put simply, all the relevant evidence before the District Court refuted Euro–Pro’s claims of 

superiority. 

. . . . 

C. 

 [26] Euro–Pro’s final challenge is to the constitutionality and scope of the District Court’s 

injunction. “District Courts are afforded considerable discretion in framing injunctions.” Meyer v. CUNA 

Mut. Ins. Soc., 648 F.3d 154, 169 (3d Cir.2011). At the same time, an injunction “should be ‘no more 

burdensome to the defendant than necessary to provide complete relief to plaintiffs.’ ” Novartis, 290 

F.3d at 598 (quoting Califano v. Yamasaki, 442 U.S. 682, 702, 99 S.Ct. 2545, 61 L.Ed.2d 176 (1979)). 

“Moreover, because commercial speech is entitled to appropriate protection under the First 

Amendment, an injunction restraining allegedly false or misleading speech must be narrowly tailored 

to cover only the speech most likely to deceive consumers and harm [the plaintiff].” Id. (alteration in 

original) (internal quotation marks omitted). 

[27] Here, the District Court’s order granting the preliminary injunction requires Euro–Pro to 

place stickers over the “MORE POWERFUL STEAM vs. Rowenta” and the “# 1 MOST POWERFUL 

STEAM” claims on both the Shark 405 and the Shark 505. Also, the order directs Euro–Pro to remove 

the hang tags from the steam irons. 

[28] Commercial speech conveying a literally false message is not protected by the First 

Amendment. See id. (“We conclude that the injunction does not violate the First Amendment . . . 

because each of these messages is false.”). As we have explained, we agree with the District Court’s 

conclusion that SEB will likely prevail on its false advertising claims. Therefore, we see no First 

Amendment violation. 

[29] Euro–Pro contends that the District Court’s injunction is overbroad because it requires Euro–

Pro to cover the advertising claims themselves rather than only the references to the claims. Euro–Pro 

correctly points out that the references are critical to the literal falsity analysis. Without the definitions 

from the references, the claims about relative steam power may be considered ambiguous, and as such, 

could not be literally false. See id. at 587. Thus, Euro–Pro argues that the injunction should have 

targeted only the references. 

[30] We disagree with Euro–Pro’s narrow characterization of its advertising claims. Although the 

references provide the definition for steam power that the District Court appropriately adopted in this 

case, the references and the advertising claims together compose the literally false messages. 

Therefore, the injunction is not overbroad because it is limited to reaching claims that are literally 

false. See Castrol Inc. v. Pennzoil Co., 987 F.2d 939, 949 (3d Cir. 1993). Moreover, the logic underlying 

Euro–Pro’s argument would create an unworkable framework. Under Euro–Pro’s suggested approach, 

district courts could not just enjoin the dissemination of literally false advertising claims, but they also 
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would need to parse each part of those literally false claims to see if the removal of a word or a portion 

here and there would render the remainder true. We cannot say that the District Court abused its 

discretion when it required Euro–Pro to place stickers over the entirety of the false advertising claims 

rather than only part of them. 

c. False Demonstrations 

 

 

Schick Mfg., Inc. v. Gillette Co. 

372 F.Supp.2d 273 (D. Conn. 2005) 

HALL, District Judge. 

[1] The plaintiff, Schick Manufacturing Company (“Schick”), seeks a preliminary injunction 

enjoining the defendant, The Gillette Company (“Gillette”), from making certain claims about its M3 

Power razor system (“M3 Power”). Schick contends that Gillette has made various false claims in 

violation of section 43(a) of the Lanham Act, 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a) and the Connecticut Unfair Trade 

Practices Act (“CUTPA”), Conn. Gen.Stat. § 42–110a, et seq. 

 . . . . 

[2] In order to succeed on its false advertising claim, Schick must prove five elements of this 

claim. Omega Engineering, Inc. v. Eastman Kodak Co., 30 F.Supp.2d 226, 255 (D.Conn.1998) (citing 

various treatises and cases). These are the following: 

(1) The defendant has made a false or misleading statement of fact. The statement must 

be (a) literally false as a factual matter or (b) likely to deceive or confuse. S.C. Johnson & 

Son, Inc. v. Clorox Company, 241 F.3d 232, 238 (2d Cir. 2001). 

(2) The statement must result in actual deception or capacity for deception “Where the 

advertising claim is shown to be literally false, the court may enjoin the use of the claim 

without reference to the advertisement's impact on the buying public.” Id. (internal 

quotations omitted). 
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(3) The deception must be material. “[I]n addition to proving falsity, the plaintiff must 

also show that the defendants misrepresented an inherent quality or characteristic of the 

product.” Id. (internal quotations omitted). 

(4) Schick must demonstrate that it has been injured because of potential decline in sales. 

Where parties are head-to-head competitors, the fact that the defendant's advertising is 

misleading presumptively injures the plaintiff. Coca–Cola Co. v. Tropicana Products, Inc., 

690 F.2d 312, 317 (2d Cir. 1982) (abrogated on other grounds by statute as noted in 

Johnson & Johnson v. GAC Int'l, Inc., 862 F.2d 975, 979 (2d Cir. 1988)). 

(5) The advertised goods must travel in interstate commerce. 

FACTS 

[3] The court held a scheduling conference on the preliminary injunction motion on March 2, 

2005. The court allowed the parties to conduct limited discovery prior to conducting a hearing on 

Schick's motion for a preliminary injunction. The hearing on the motion was conducted over four days: 

April 12, 13, 22, and May 2, 2005. During the hearing, Schick called five witnesses: Adel Mekhail, 

Schick's Director of Marketing; Peter M. Clay, Gillette's Vice–President for Premium Systems; Dr. David 

J. Leffell, Professor of Dermatology; Christopher Kohler, Schick Research Technician; and John 

Thornton, statistical consultant. Gillette also called five witnesses during the hearing: Dr. Kevin L. 

Powell, Gillette's Director of the Advanced Technology Centre; Dr. Michael A. Salinger, Professor of 

Economics; Peter M. Clay, Gillette's Vice–President for Premium Systems; Dr. lan Saker, Gillette Group 

Leader at the Advanced Technology Centre and Dr. Michael P. Philpott, Professor of Cutaneous Biology. 

[4] The men's systems razor and blade market is worth about $1.1 billion per year in the United 

States. Gillette holds about 90% of the dollar share of that market, while Schick holds about 10%. The 

parties are engaged in head-to-head competition and the court credits testimony that growth in the 

razor systems market results not from volume increases but “with the introduction of high price, new 

premium items.” Hr'g Tr. 39:20–21. 

[5] Schick launched its Quattro razor system in September of 2003 and expended many millions 

of dollars in marketing the product. Although Schick had projected $100 million in annual sales for the 

Quattro, its actual sales fell short by approximately $20 million. From May 2004 to December 2004, 

Quattro's market share fell from 21% of dollar sales to 13.9% of dollar sales. 

[6] Gillette launched the M3 Power in the United States on May 24, 2004. In preparation for that 

launch, it began advertising that product on May 17, 2004. The M3 Power is sold throughout the 

United States. The M3 Power includes a number of components including a handle, a cartridge, guard 

bar, a lubricating strip, three blades, and a battery-powered feature which causes the razor to oscillate. 

The market share of the M3 Power, launched in May 2004, was 42% of total dollar sales in December 

2004. 

[7] Gillette's original advertising for the M3 Power centered on the claim that “micropulses raise 

hair up and away from skin,” thus allowing a consumer to achieve a closer shave. This “hair-raising” or 

hair extension claim was advertised in various media, including the internet, television, print media, 

point of sale materials, and product packaging. For example, Gillette's website asserted that, in order to 

combat the problem of “[f]acial hair grow[ing] in different directions,” the M3 Power's “[m]icro-pulses 

raise hair up and away from skin . . .” PX 2, Hr'g Tr. 33:25–34:22. Of Gillette's expenditures on 

advertising, 85% is spent on television advertising. At the time of the launch, the television advertising 

stated, “turn on the first micro-power shaving system from Gillette and turn on the amazing new 

power-glide blades. Micro-pulses raise the hair, so you shave closer in one power stroke.” PX 14.2(C). 

The advertisement also included a 1.8 second-long animated dramatization of hairs growing. In the 

animated cartoon, the oscillation produced by the M3 Power is shown as green waves moving over 

hairs. In response, the hairs shown extended in length in the direction of growth and changed angle 

towards a more vertical position. 
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[8] The court notes that eight months passed between the launch of the M3 Power and the date 

Schick initiated the instant suit. Schick maintains that there are two factors that excuse this delay. First, 

Schick invested time in developing a stroke machine and test protocol that would allow it to test the 

M3 Power with some degree of confidence and effectiveness.19 Specifically, the development of a 

machine that would deliver a stroke of consistent pressure to a test subject's face took time. Second, 

after completing its first tests of Gillette's claims that the M3 Power raises hair in October, Schick chose 

to pursue its claims in Germany. In November of 2004, Schick sued Gillette in Germany to enjoin it 

from making claims that the M3 Power raised hairs. In late December of 2004, the Hamburg Regional 

Court affirmed the lower court's order enjoining Gillette from making such claims in Germany. 

[9] While the court finds that it may have been possible to develop testing protocols in a quicker 

fashion, the court finds the M3 Power was a new product with a feature (the use of battery power) that 

had never before been present in wet shavers. The court finds the time Schick took to develop testing 

of and to test the M3 Power is excusable. The court has been presented with no evidence of bad faith or 

strategic maneuvering behind the timing of the instant lawsuit. 

[10] In late January of 2005, Gillette revised its television commercials for the M3 Power in the 

United States. It chose to do so based on both the German litigation as well as conversations between 

the parties about Schick's discomfort with certain claims made in the advertising. The animated 

product demonstration in the television commercials was revised so that the hairs in the 

demonstration no longer changed angle, and some of the hairs are shown to remain static. The voice-

over was changed to say, “Turn it on and micropulses raise the hair so the blades can shave closer.” PX 

14.10C. The product demonstration in the revised advertisements depicts the oscillations to lengthen 

many hairs significantly. The depiction in the revised advertisements of how much the hair 

lengthens—the magnitude of the extension—is not consistent with Gillette's own studies regarding the 

effect of micropulses on hair. The animated product demonstration depicts many hairs extending, in 

many instances, multiple times the original length. Gillette began broadcasting the revised television 

commercials on or about January 31, 2005. Schick provided credible evidence, however, that the prior 

version of the advertisement is still featured on the Internet and on product packaging. 

[11] Television advertisements aim to provide consumers a “reason to believe,” that is, the reason 

consumers should buy the advertised product. Because of the expense of television advertising, 

companies have a very short period of time in which to create a “reason to believe” and are generally 

forced to pitch only the key qualities and characteristics of the product advertised. 

[12] Gillette conceded during the hearing that the M3 Power's oscillations do not cause hair to 

change angle on the face. Its original advertisements depicting such an angle change are both 

unsubstantiated and inaccurate. Gillette also concedes that the animated portion of its television 

advertisement is not physiologically exact insofar as the hairs and skin do not appear as they would at 

such a level of magnification and the hair extension effect is “somewhat exaggerated.” Gillette Co.'s 

Prop. Findings of Fact [Dkt. No. 114] ¶ 33. The court finds that the hair “extension” in the commercial is 

greatly exaggerated. Gillette does contend, however, that the M3 Power's oscillations cause beard hairs 

to be raised out of the skin. Gillette contends that the animated product demonstration showing hair 

extension in its revised commercials is predicated on its testing showing that oscillations cause 

“trapped” facial hairs to lengthen from the follicle so that more of these hairs' length is exposed. 

Gillette propounds two alternative physiological bases for its “hair extension” theory. First, Gillette 

hypothesizes that a facial hair becomes “bound” within the follicle due to an accumulation of sebum 

and corneocytes (dead skin cells). Gillette contends that the oscillations could free such a “bound” hair. 

 

19 The court also notes that time spent by Schick testing Gillette's “angle-change” claim, which 

claim Gillette abandoned in January of 2005. 
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Second, Gillette hypothesizes that hairs may deviate from their normal paths in the follicle and become 

“trapped” outside the path until vibrations from the M3 Power restore them to their proper path. 

[13] Schick's expert witness, Dr. David Leffell, Professor of Dermatology and Chief of 

Dermatologic Surgery at the Yale School of Medicine, testified that, based on his clinical and 

dermatological expertise, he is aware of no scientific basis for the claim that the oscillations of the M3 

Power would result in hair extension, as Gillette contends. Dr. Leffell stated that Gillette's “hair 

extension” theory is inconsistent with his 20 years of experience in dermatology. He testified that he 

has never seen a hair trapped in a sub-clinical manner, as hypothesized by Gillette. Dr. Leffell testified 

that, in certain circumstances, trapped hairs will result in clinical symptoms, such as infection or 

inflammation. With respect to Gillette's hypothesis that the interaction between sebum and 

corneocytes trap hairs, however, Dr. Leffell stated, and the court credits, that in non-clinical 

circumstances, sebum and comeocytes do not accumulate sufficiently to inhibit hair growth. Moreover, 

everyday activities such as washing or shaving remove accumulations of sebum and corneocytes. 

[14] Gillette's expert hair biologist, Dr. Michael Philpott, has studied hair biology for almost 

twenty years. He testified that, prior to his retention as an expert by Gillette, he had never seen a hair 

trapped in the manner posited by Gillette. Only after being retained by Gillette did Dr. Philpott first 

claim to have encountered this hair extension theory. Dr. Philpott acknowledged that neither of 

Gillette's two hypothesis of hair extension have any support in medical or scientific literature. With 

regard to Gillette's theory that hair could become bound in the follicle by sebum and corneocytes, Dr. 

Philpott admitted that no evidence supports that theory. Dr. Leffell testified that erector pili muscles, 

which cause hairs to stand up in response to various stimuli, as is commonly seen in the case of 

goosebumps, may also provide a biologicial mechanism for hair extension. Neither Dr. Leffell nor Dr. 

Philpott, however, testified on the relationship between the application of mechanical energy and the 

erector pili muscles, and neither party has contended that these muscles play a role in Gillette's hair 

extension theory. 

[15] In addition to positing biological mechanisms that might support the claim that the M3 

Power's oscillations raise hairs, Gillette introduced evidence of experiments and testing to support 

those claims. Gillette provided summaries of said testing which were not prepared contemporaneously 

with the testing, conducted in the early 1990's, they purport to memorialize. Instead, they were 

prepared in anticipation of litigation in late 2004. 

[16] Gillette performed experiments using oscillating razors in 1990, 1991 and 2003. In 1990 and 

1991, Gillette performed studies using prototype oscillating razor handles fitted with razor systems 

other than the M3 Power, the Atra Plus and Sensor razor cartridge, two other Gillette products. In each 

of these initial experiments, a circle was drawn on a test subject's face. Twenty beard hairs within the 

circled region were measured with an imaging stereomicroscope manufactured by the Leica Company. 

That instrument measures hairs three-dimensionally to a resolution of three to four microns. The test 

subject then stroked the area using an oscillating razor with blunted blades. Then, twenty beard hairs 

within the circled region were again measured with a stereomicroscope. The same protocol was 

followed using a non-oscillating razor with blunted blades, and the changes in hair measurement were 

compared. 

[17] The Atra Plus study was performed in 1990 and included 10 test subjects. The study results 

show that the panelists' average hair length increased by 83.3 microns after five strokes with the 

oscillating razor versus 6.3 microns with the non-oscillating razor. The Sensor study was performed 

from 1990 to 1991 and also involved 10 test subjects. The subjects' mean hair length increased by 27.9 

microns versus 12.9 microns with the non-oscillating razor. While both tests provided some evidence 

of a hair extension effect and the magnitude of that effect, neither test indicated what percentage of 

hairs were lengthened. 
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[18] Notably, while Gillette found that use of both the oscillating Atra Plus and Sensor razors 

resulted in an increase in beard hair length, there was significant difference between the average 

increase caused by the Atra Plus and that caused by the Sensor. Furthermore, no evidence was 

presented to the court regarding similarities or differences between the M3 Power razor and the Atra 

Plus or Sensor. The sample size, ten test subjects per study, was small. The twenty beard hairs 

measured prior to stroking were not necessarily the same hairs measured after stroking. The test 

included no efforts to keep constant the variables of pressure on the razor or speed of the shaving 

stroke. In addition, Gillette's chief scientist, Kevin Powell, testified that the pressure or load applied by 

consumers co-varies to a statistically significant degree with whether a razor oscillates. All these 

deficiencies cause this court not to credit the studies' finding that oscillations cause hair lengthening.20 

[19] In 2003, Gillette performed a study using a prototype of the M3 Power. In the fall of 2003, 

Gillette tested a Mach 3 cartridge fitted with an oscillating handle. That prototype was called the 

“Swan.” The Swan prototype's motor, handle, and cartridge differ from those features of the actually-

marketed M3 Power. Four test subjects were used.21 The test protocol was identical to that used in 

1990 and 1991 except that, instead of using blunted blades, Gillette removed the blades from the razor. 

The study results suggest that the oscillating-Swan-prototype produced an average increase in hair 

length of between 32 and 40 microns while the non-oscillating prototype yielded no average increase. 

That 32 to 40 micron increase represented an average of eight to ten percent increase in hair length. 

The test does not indicate what percentage of hairs experience any lengthening as a result of 

oscillations. The court does not credit Dr. Powell's opinion that the differences between the model 

used in the test and the marketed product has no impact on the testing. Failure to use the marketed 

product is critical. The court cites the varied results Gillette reports between the Atra Plus, Sensor, and 

“Swan” tests as only one reason to conclude that failure to use the market product undercuts the 2003 

testing. Further, the test protocol and sample size cause the court to question the validity of these 

study findings. 

[20] In addition to testing oscillating battery-powered razors, Gillette conducted what has been 

called the Microwatcher study. The Microwatcher is a commercially available product consisting of a 

miniature camera with an illumination system that channels light into an orifice at the tip of a 

transparent hemispherical dome. The device allows the user to impart mechanical energy into the top 

and underlying layers of the skin, which, according to Gillette, replicates the mechanical energy 

imparted by the oscillating razor.22 The recorded video images introduced into evidence show 

individual hairs releasing from just below the skin surface. Gillette did not introduce evidence to 

describe what the various elements of the photo were. When asked by the court to identify the various 

elements appearing in the video were, Dr. Philpott could not identify or explain important skin 

features. For example, the court pointed to an area surrounding the individual hair, of darker hue than 

the rest of the skin, on the video, but Dr. Philpott could not explain what that area was or what might 

explain its coloration. The court further finds that Gillette provides no evidence to suggest the 

relationship between the amount of mechanical energy imparted by the Microwatcher and that 

imparted by the M3 Power. 

 

20 In Gillette's testing, no effort was made to control for variables, such as pressure on, or speed of, 

the razor. Failure to control for variable makes Gillette's “results” unscientific and not supportive of 

any conclusion. 

21 The sample size of four was chosen because the 2003 study, according to Gillette, was merely 

“confirmatory.” Because the court finds the earlier tests deficient, the 2003 study cannot be 

“confirmatory.” 

22  
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[21] Schick performed its own study which it contends proves the falsity of Gillette's advertising 

with respect to claims regarding hair extension.23 Schick's study took place over three days and 

included 37 test subjects. With respect to each test subject, twenty hairs were measured before and 

after strokes with an M3 Power razor with blunted blades in both the power-on and power-off modes. 

The strokes were taken using an automated shaving device developed specially by Schick for the 

purposes of testing the M3 Power razor and Gillette's claims with respect to it. Images of the hairs 

were taken before and after the razor strokes using a camera with a plate that flattened hair onto the 

face. The images were then downloaded to a computer and hair lengths were assessed using ImagePro 

software. An independent statistician evaluated the data for all three days. Schick argues that its data 

indicates that there was no statistically significant difference between the change in hair length with 

power off and the change in hair length with power on. 

[22] Again, however, the court finds the test protocol lacking and results questionable. Schick's 

testing shows that some hairs shrunk even in the absence of the use of water, which Gillette's testing 

has found to result in hair shrinkage. Schick's expert testified that this may have been the result of 

measurement error, and the court agrees.24 Furthermore, Gillette provided expert testimony that the 

glass plate used to flatten hairs so that they could be measured would likely result in distortion, 

making it difficult to accurately measure hair lengths. Such flaws in Schick's testing cause the court to 

be skeptical of Schick's test results and the suggestion that these results demonstrate that the M3 

Power does not cause hairs to extend. 

[23] The flaws in testing conducted by both parties prevent the court from concluding whether, as 

a matter of fact, the M3 Power raises beard hairs. 

II. ANALYSIS 

 . . . . 

B. False Advertising 

[24] 1. Literal Falsity. “Falsity may be established by proving that (1) the advertising is literally 

false as a factual matter, or (2) although the advertising is literally true, it is likely to deceive or confuse 

customers.” Nat'l Basketball Ass'n v. Motorola, Inc., 105 F.3d 841, 855 (2d Cir. 1997). “A plaintiff's 

burden in proving literal falsity thus varies depending on the nature of the challenged advertisement.” 

Castrol, Inc., 977 F.2d at 63. The Second Circuit has found that where an advertisement alleges that 

tests have established a product's superiority, a plaintiff must demonstrate that the tests or studies did 

not prove such superiority. “[A] plaintiff can meet this burden by demonstrating that the tests were not 

sufficiently reliable to permit a conclusion that the product is superior.” Id. In addition, “[i]f the plaintiff 

can show that the tests, even if reliable, do not establish the proposition asserted by the defendant, the 

plaintiff has obviously met its burden.” Id. 

[25] Where, however, as here, the accused advertising does not allege that tests or clinical studies 

have proven a particular fact, the plaintiff's burden to come forward with affirmative evidence of 

falsity is qualitatively different. “To prove that an advertising claim is literally false, a plaintiff must do 

more than show that the tests supporting the challenged claim are unpersuasive.” Mc–Neil–P.C.C., Inc. v. 

Bristol–Myers Squibb Co., 938 F.2d 1544, 1549 (2d Cir. 1991). The plaintiff must prove falsity by a 

preponderance of the evidence, either using its own scientific testing or that of the defendant. If a 

plaintiff is to prevail by relying on the defendant's own studies, it cannot do so simply by criticizing the 

 

23 Schick first performed tests to determine whether the M3 Power changes the angle of beard 

hairs. 

24 It may also result from the application of a glass plate meant to flatten the hairs so that they 

could be measured in two dimensions. 
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defendant's studies. It must prove either that “such tests ‘are not sufficiently reliable to permit one to 

conclude with reasonable certainty that they established’ the claim made” or that the defendant's 

studies establish that the defendant's claims are false. Id. at 1549–50. 

[26] The challenged advertising consists of two basic components: an animated representation of 

the effect of the M3 Power razor on hair and skin and a voice-over that describes that effect. The 

animation, which lasts approximately 1.8 seconds, shows many hairs growing at a significant rate, 

many by as much as four times the original length. During the animation, the voice-over states the 

following: “Turn it on and micropulses raise the hair so the blades can shave closer.” Schick asserts 

that this M3 Power advertising is false in three ways: first, it asserts the razor changes the angle of 

beard hairs; second, it portrays a false amount of extension; and third, it asserts that the razor raises or 

extends the beard hair. 

[27] With regard to the first claim of falsity, if the voiceover means that the razor changes the 

angle of hairs on the face, the claim is false. Although Gillette removed the “angle changing” claim from 

its television advertisements, it is unclear whether it has completely removed all material asserting 

this angle-change claim. The court concludes that the current advertising claim of “raising” hair does 

not unambiguously mean to changes angles.25 See Novartis Consumer Health, Inc. v. Johnson & Johnson–

Merck Consumer Pharmaceuticals Co., 290 F.3d 578, 587 (3d Cir. 2002) (“only an unambiguous 

message can be literally false”). Thus, the revised advertising is not literally false on this basis. 

[28] With regard to the second asserted basis of falsity, the animation, Gillette concedes that the 

animation exaggerates the effect that the razor's vibration has on hair. Its own tests show hairs 

extending approximately 10% on average, when the animation shows a significantly greater extension. 

The animation is not even a “reasonable approximation,” which Gillette claims is the legal standard for 

non-falsity. See Gillette's Prop. Conclusions of Law at ¶ 32, 37–38 [Dkt. No. 114]. Here, Schick can point 

to Gillette's own studies to prove that the animation is false. See Mc–Neil–P.C.C., Inc., 938 F.2d at 1549. 

[29] Gillette argues that such exaggeration does not constitute falsity. However, case law in this 

circuit indicates that a defendant cannot argue that a television advertisement is “approximately” 

correct or, alternatively, simply a representation in order to excuse a television ad or segment thereof 

that is literally false. S.C. Johnson & Son, Inc., 241 F.3d at 239–40 (finding that depiction of leaking 

plastic bag was false where rate at which bag leaked in advertisement was faster than rate tests 

indicated); Coca–Cola Co., 690 F.2d at 318 (finding that advertisement that displaced fresh-squeezed 

orange juice being poured into a Tropicana carton was false). Indeed, “[the Court of Appeals has] 

explicitly looked to the visual images in a commercial to assess whether it is literally false.” S.C. 

Johnson, 241 F.3d at 238.26 

[30] Gillette's argument that the animated portion of its advertisement need not be exact is wrong 

as a matter of law. Clearly, a cartoon will not exactly depict a real-life situation, here, e.g., the actual 

uneven surface of a hair or the details of a hair plug. However, a party may not distort an inherent 

quality of its product in either graphics or animation. Gillette acknowledges that the magnitude of 

beard hair extension in the animation is false. The court finds, therefore, that any claims with respect 

to changes in angle and the animated portion of Gillette's current advertisement are literally false. 

[31] The court does not make such a finding with respect to Schick's third falsity ground, Gillette's 

hair extension theory generally. Gillette claims that the razor's vibrations raise some hairs trapped 
 

25 It is the words “up and away” when combined with “raises” that suggest both extension and 

angle change. 

26 At least one other circuit has held that picture depictions can constitute false advertising. Scotts 

Co. v. United Indus. Corp., 315 F.3d 264 (4th Cir.2002) (finding that while ambiguous graphic on 

packaging did not constitute literally false advertising, an unambiguous graphic could do so). 
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under the skin to come out of the skin. While its own studies are insufficient to establish the truth of 

this claim, the burden is on Schick to prove falsity. Neither Schick's nor Gillette's testing can support a 

finding of falsity. 

[32] While there can be no finding of literal falsity with respect to Gillette's hair extension claim at 

this stage in the instant litigation, the court expresses doubt about that claim. As described earlier, 

Gillette's own testing is suspect. Furthermore, Schick introduced expert testimony and elicited 

evidence from Gillette's expert regarding the lack of scientific foundation for any biological mechanism 

that would explain the effect described by Gillette in its advertising. Gillette's own expert, Dr. Philpott, 

testified that no scientific foundation exists to support Gillette's hypothesis that beard hairs might be 

trapped under the skin by sebum and comeocytes and that the application of mechanical energy might 

release such hairs. While Dr. Philpott put forward another hypothesis—that a hair's curliness might 

cause it to be trapped-he also conceded that, prior to his engagement as an expert on Gillette's behalf, 

in twenty years of studying hair, he had never come across such a phenomenon. The court credits the 

testimony of Schick's expert, Dr. Leffell, that while certain clinical conditions are characterized by hairs 

trapped under the surface of the skin, there is no such non-clinical phenomenon. 

[33] Nevertheless, putting forth credible evidence that there is no known biological mechanism to 

support Gillette's contention that the M3Power raises hairs is insufficient to meet Schick's burden. 

Such evidence is not affirmative evidence of falsity. Further, while Schick successfully attacked 

Gillette's testing, that attack did not result in evidence of falsity. Unlike in McNeil, here Gillette's own 

tests do not prove hair extension does not occur. Schick merely proved that Gillette's testing is 

inadequate to prove it does occur. 

[34] 2. Actual Deception. Schick need not prove actual deception if Gilette's advertising is 

determined to be literally false. Mc–Neil–P.C.C., Inc., 938 F.2d at 1549 (“Where the advertising claim is 

shown to be literally false, the court may enjoin the use of the claim without reference to the 

advertisement's impact on the buying public.” (internal quotation marks and citations omitted)). 

Because the court finds that claims regarding angle change and the magnitude and frequency of hair 

extension portrayed in the animated portion of Gillette's television advertisement are both literally 

false, it presumes that these claims result in actual deception. 

[35] 3. Materiality. “It is also well-settled that, in addition to proving falsity, the plaintiff must 

also show that the defendants misrepresented an inherent quality or characteristic of the product. This 

requirement is essentially one of materiality, a term explicitly used in other circuits.” S.C. Johnson & 

Son, Inc., 241 F.3d at 238 (internal quotation marks and citations omitted). In determining that certain 

allegedly false statements were not material, the Second Circuit considered the relevance of the 

statements and the fact that “[t]he inaccuracy in the statements would not influence customers.” Nat'l 

Basketball Ass'n v. Motorola, Inc., 105 F.3d 841, 855 (2d Cir. 1997). 

[36] It is clear that whether the M3 Power raises hairs is material. Gillette's employees testified 

that television advertising time is too valuable to include things that are “unimportant”. Furthermore, 

in this case, hair extension is the “reason to believe” that the M3 Power is a worthwhile product. The 

magnitude and frequency of that effect are also, therefore, material. Whether a material element of a 

product's performance happens very often and how often that element happens are, in themselves, 

material. 

[37] 4. Injury. The court finds that, in light of the advertisement's literal falsity, the fact that the 

parties are head-to-head competitors, and recent declines in the sale of Schick's premiere wet shave 

system injury will be presumed. Coca–Cola Co., 690 F.2d at 316–317. While Schick has not submitted 

consumer surveys or market research, the fact that the parties are head-to-head competitors supports 

an inference of causation. 

[38] 5. Interstate Commerce. The parties do not dispute that this element of the claim has been 

established. 
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[39] Accordingly, the court finds that Schick has established a likelihood of success on the merits 

of its claims insofar as Gillette's claims regarding changes in hair angle and its animation depicting an 

exaggerated amount of hair extension are literally false. The court finds that Schick has failed to 

establish a likelihood of success, or even serious questions going to the merits, on the claim of hair 

“extension.” 

BOND 

[40] Gillette has requested a bond of $49,579,248. It contends that this amount represents 

estimated lost profits on future M3 Power sales, over a twelve-month period, if later found to have 

been wrongfully enjoined. Schick submits that a bond of $50,000 to $100,000 is appropriate. 

[41] Gillette's calculations assume a precipitous drop in sales as a result of a mandate to correct 

two admitted falsities in its advertisement.27 The court is skeptical that this calculation represents an 

appropriate bond amount.28 Instead, the court imposes a bond of $200,000 on Schick. Absent a record 

created by Gillette, the court concludes this amount, generally in the range for false advertising cases, 

is sufficient to protect Gillette. Gillette may move to increase the bond amount upon a showing of likely 

injury. 

CONCLUSION 

[42] For the reasons stated above the Motion for Preliminary Injunction [Dkt. No. 7] is GRANTED 

in part and DENIED in part. The injunction is entered as stated in the accompanying order. Schick's 

Motion for Leave to Amend [Dkt. No. 103] is GRANTED. 

 

 

27 While Gillette contends that the animated portion of its advertisement is not literally false as a 

matter of law, it has conceded that, as a factual matter, the animation represents an exaggerated hair-

extension effect. 

28 Does it claim that it cannot sell one M3 Power razor without making false claims regarding 

angle change or the magnitude of hair extension? When it ceased television and print advertising with 

the “angle change,” did its sales drop precipitously? 
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B. Endorsements, Testimonials, and Reviews 

 

 

 

The mission of the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) is to prevent “unfair methods of competition 

in or affecting commerce and unfair or deceptive acts or practices in or affecting commerce.” FTC Act 

§ 5(a)(2), 15 U.S.C. § 45(a)(2). As its name suggests, the FTC’s Bureau of Competition focuses on “unfair 

methods of competition” and shares with the Antitrust Division of the Department of Justice authority 

to enforce American antitrust laws. The FTC’s Bureau of Consumer Protection focuses on the 

protection of consumers from “unfair or deceptive acts or practices,” including abusive lending and 

telemarketing practices, violation of data privacy laws, and false advertising. Due to the increasing 

prominence of endorsements and reviews in social media and on online marketplaces such as Amazon, 



Beebe – Trademark Law: An Open-Source Casebook 

 

730 

V8.0/2021-11-12 

this subpart briefly surveys FTC policies prohibiting deceptive endorsements and reviews, particularly 

in the online context. 

The FTC Act empowers the FTC to investigate matters either sua sponte or in response to 

complaints submitted to the agency. Pursuant to FTC Act § 20, 15 U.S.C. § 57b-1, the FTC may issue a 

Civil Investigative Demand (“CID”), which is akin to a subpoena but may also require the recipient to 

“file written reports or answers to questions.” 15 U.S.C. § 57b-1(c)(1). If the FTC has “reason to believe” 

that a violation of law has occurred, it may issue a complaint stating its charges. FTC Act § 5(a)(2), 15 

U.S.C. § 45(a)(2). The respondent may settle and sign a consent order (which is subject to public 

comment) or contest the charges before an administrative law judge. The FTC typically seeks a cease 

and desist order, though it may also pursue injunctive relief such as an order for corrective advertising 

or consumer refunds. FTC Act § 5(l), 15 U.S.C. § 45(l). The FTC may also seek civil penalties. FTC Act 

§ 5(m), 15 U.S.C. § 45(m). A losing respondent may appeal the ALJ’s decision to the full Commission 

typically consisting of five Commissioners. The full Commission’s decision may be appealed to any 

Court of Appeals that has personal jurisdiction and venue over the defendant. The FTC Act provides for 

no private right of action. 

The FTC also engages in formal and informal rulemaking. Its informal rulemaking often takes the 

form of FTC Guides or FTC Policy Statements addressing conduct that the FTC considers to be 

permissible and impermissible. The FTC Guides Concerning Use of Endorsements and Testimonials in 

Advertising offers a comprehensive review of FTC guidelines with respect to endorsements, 

testimonials, and reviews. The FTC’s Endorsement Guides: What People Are Asking focuses on conduct in 

social media, blogs, and other internet fora. 

FTC Guides Concerning Use of Endorsements and Testimonials in Advertising 

16 C.F.R. § 255 

§255.0   Purpose and definitions. 

(a) The Guides in this part represent administrative interpretations of laws enforced by the 

Federal Trade Commission for the guidance of the public in conducting its affairs in conformity with 

legal requirements. Specifically, the Guides address the application of Section 5 of the FTC Act (15 

U.S.C. 45) to the use of endorsements and testimonials in advertising. The Guides provide the basis for 

voluntary compliance with the law by advertisers and endorsers. Practices inconsistent with these 

Guides may result in corrective action by the Commission under Section 5 if, after investigation, the 

Commission has reason to believe that the practices fall within the scope of conduct declared unlawful 

by the statute. The Guides set forth the general principles that the Commission will use in evaluating 

endorsements and testimonials, together with examples illustrating the application of those principles. 

The Guides do not purport to cover every possible use of endorsements in advertising. Whether a 

particular endorsement or testimonial is deceptive will depend on the specific factual circumstances of 

the advertisement at issue. 

(b) For purposes of this part, an endorsement means any advertising message (including verbal 

statements, demonstrations, or depictions of the name, signature, likeness or other identifying 

personal characteristics of an individual or the name or seal of an organization) that consumers are 

likely to believe reflects the opinions, beliefs, findings, or experiences of a party other than the 

sponsoring advertiser, even if the views expressed by that party are identical to those of the 

sponsoring advertiser. The party whose opinions, beliefs, findings, or experience the message appears 

to reflect will be called the endorser and may be an individual, group, or institution. 

(c) The Commission intends to treat endorsements and testimonials identically in the context of 

its enforcement of the Federal Trade Commission Act and for purposes of this part. The term 

endorsements is therefore generally used hereinafter to cover both terms and situations. 

(d) For purposes of this part, the term product includes any product, service, company or 

industry. 
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(e) For purposes of this part, an expert is an individual, group, or institution possessing, as a 

result of experience, study, or training, knowledge of a particular subject, which knowledge is superior 

to what ordinary individuals generally acquire. 

Example 1: A film critic's review of a movie is excerpted in an advertisement. When so used, the 

review meets the definition of an endorsement because it is viewed by readers as a statement of the 

critic's own opinions and not those of the film producer, distributor, or exhibitor. Any alteration in or 

quotation from the text of the review that does not fairly reflect its substance would be a violation of 

the standards set by this part because it would distort the endorser's opinion. [See §255.1(b).]  

Example 2: A TV commercial depicts two women in a supermarket buying a laundry detergent. 

The women are not identified outside the context of the advertisement. One comments to the other 

how clean her brand makes her family's clothes, and the other then comments that she will try it 

because she has not been fully satisfied with her own brand. This obvious fictional dramatization of a 

real life situation would not be an endorsement.  

Example 3: In an advertisement for a pain remedy, an announcer who is not familiar to consumers 

except as a spokesman for the advertising drug company praises the drug's ability to deliver fast and 

lasting pain relief. He purports to speak, not on the basis of his own opinions, but rather in the place of 

and on behalf of the drug co:Tmpany. The announcer's statements would not be considered an 

endorsement.  

Example 4: A manufacturer of automobile tires hires a well-known professional automobile racing 

driver to deliver its advertising message in television commercials. In these commercials, the driver 

speaks of the smooth ride, strength, and long life of the tires. Even though the message is not expressly 

declared to be the personal opinion of the driver, it may nevertheless constitute an endorsement of the 

tires. Many consumers will recognize this individual as being primarily a racing driver and not merely 

a spokesperson or announcer for the advertiser. Accordingly, they may well believe the driver would 

not speak for an automotive product unless he actually believed in what he was saying and had 

personal knowledge sufficient to form that belief. Hence, they would think that the advertising 

message reflects the driver's personal views. This attribution of the underlying views to the driver 

brings the advertisement within the definition of an endorsement for purposes of this part.  

Example 5: A television advertisement for a particular brand of golf balls shows a prominent and 

well-recognized professional golfer practicing numerous drives off the tee. This would be an 

endorsement by the golfer even though she makes no verbal statement in the advertisement.  

Example 6: An infomercial for a home fitness system is hosted by a well-known entertainer. 

During the infomercial, the entertainer demonstrates the machine and states that it is the most 

effective and easy-to-use home exercise machine that she has ever tried. Even if she is reading from a 

script, this statement would be an endorsement, because consumers are likely to believe it reflects the 

entertainer's views.  

Example 7: A television advertisement for a housewares store features a well-known female 

comedian and a well-known male baseball player engaging in light-hearted banter about products each 

one intends to purchase for the other. The comedian says that she will buy him a Brand X, portable, 

high-definition television so he can finally see the strike zone. He says that he will get her a Brand Y 

juicer so she can make juice with all the fruit and vegetables thrown at her during her performances. 

The comedian and baseball player are not likely to be deemed endorsers because consumers will likely 

realize that the individuals are not expressing their own views.  

Example 8: A consumer who regularly purchases a particular brand of dog food decides one day to 

purchase a new, more expensive brand made by the same manufacturer. She writes in her personal 

blog that the change in diet has made her dog's fur noticeably softer and shinier, and that in her 

opinion, the new food definitely is worth the extra money. This posting would not be deemed an 

endorsement under the Guides.  
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Assume that rather than purchase the dog food with her own money, the consumer gets it for free 

because the store routinely tracks her purchases and its computer has generated a coupon for a free 

trial bag of this new brand. Again, her posting would not be deemed an endorsement under the Guides. 

Assume now that the consumer joins a network marketing program under which she periodically 

receives various products about which she can write reviews if she wants to do so. If she receives a 

free bag of the new dog food through this program, her positive review would be considered an 

endorsement under the Guides. 

§255.1   General considerations. 

(a) Endorsements must reflect the honest opinions, findings, beliefs, or experience of the 

endorser. Furthermore, an endorsement may not convey any express or implied representation that 

would be deceptive if made directly by the advertiser. [See §255.2(a) and (b) regarding substantiation 

of representations conveyed by consumer endorsements.] 

(b) The endorsement message need not be phrased in the exact words of the endorser, unless the 

advertisement affirmatively so represents. However, the endorsement may not be presented out of 

context or reworded so as to distort in any way the endorser's opinion or experience with the product. 

An advertiser may use an endorsement of an expert or celebrity only so long as it has good reason to 

believe that the endorser continues to subscribe to the views presented. An advertiser may satisfy this 

obligation by securing the endorser's views at reasonable intervals where reasonableness will be 

determined by such factors as new information on the performance or effectiveness of the product, a 

material alteration in the product, changes in the performance of competitors' products, and the 

advertiser's contract commitments. 

(c) When the advertisement represents that the endorser uses the endorsed product, the 

endorser must have been a bona fide user of it at the time the endorsement was given. Additionally, 

the advertiser may continue to run the advertisement only so long as it has good reason to believe that 

the endorser remains a bona fide user of the product. [See §255.1(b) regarding the “good reason to 

believe” requirement.] 

(d) Advertisers are subject to liability for false or unsubstantiated statements made through 

endorsements, or for failing to disclose material connections between themselves and their endorsers 

[see §255.5]. Endorsers also may be liable for statements made in the course of their endorsements. 

Example 1: A building contractor states in an advertisement that he uses the advertiser's exterior 

house paint because of its remarkable quick drying properties and durability. This endorsement must 

comply with the pertinent requirements of §255.3 (Expert Endorsements). Subsequently, the 

advertiser reformulates its paint to enable it to cover exterior surfaces with only one coat. Prior to 

continued use of the contractor's endorsement, the advertiser must contact the contractor in order to 

determine whether the contractor would continue to specify the paint and to subscribe to the views 

presented previously.  

Example 2: A television advertisement portrays a woman seated at a desk on which rest five 

unmarked computer keyboards. An announcer says, “We asked X, an administrative assistant for over 

ten years, to try these five unmarked keyboards and tell us which one she liked best.” The 

advertisement portrays X typing on each keyboard and then picking the advertiser's brand. The 

announcer asks her why, and X gives her reasons. This endorsement would probably not represent 

that X actually uses the advertiser's keyboard at work. In addition, the endorsement also may be 

required to meet the standards of §255.3 (expert endorsements).  

Example 3: An ad for an acne treatment features a dermatologist who claims that the product is 

“clinically proven” to work. Before giving the endorsement, she received a write-up of the clinical study 

in question, which indicates flaws in the design and conduct of the study that are so serious that they 

preclude any conclusions about the efficacy of the product. The dermatologist is subject to liability for 

the false statements she made in the advertisement. The advertiser is also liable for 
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misrepresentations made through the endorsement. [See §255.3 regarding the product evaluation that 

an expert endorser must conduct].  

Example 4: A well-known celebrity appears in an infomercial for an oven roasting bag that 

purportedly cooks every chicken perfectly in thirty minutes. During the shooting of the infomercial, the 

celebrity watches five attempts to cook chickens using the bag. In each attempt, the chicken is 

undercooked after thirty minutes and requires sixty minutes of cooking time. In the commercial, the 

celebrity places an uncooked chicken in the oven roasting bag and places the bag in one oven. He then 

takes a chicken roasting bag from a second oven, removes from the bag what appears to be a perfectly 

cooked chicken, tastes the chicken, and says that if you want perfect chicken every time, in just thirty 

minutes, this is the product you need. A significant percentage of consumers are likely to believe the 

celebrity's statements represent his own views even though he is reading from a script. The celebrity is 

subject to liability for his statement about the product. The advertiser is also liable for 

misrepresentations made through the endorsement.  

Example 5: A skin care products advertiser participates in a blog advertising service. The service 

matches up advertisers with bloggers who will promote the advertiser's products on their personal 

blogs. The advertiser requests that a blogger try a new body lotion and write a review of the product 

on her blog. Although the advertiser does not make any specific claims about the lotion's ability to cure 

skin conditions and the blogger does not ask the advertiser whether there is substantiation for the 

claim, in her review the blogger writes that the lotion cures eczema and recommends the product to 

her blog readers who suffer from this condition. The advertiser is subject to liability for misleading or 

unsubstantiated representations made through the blogger's endorsement. The blogger also is subject 

to liability for misleading or unsubstantiated representations made in the course of her endorsement. 

The blogger is also liable if she fails to disclose clearly and conspicuously that she is being paid for her 

services. [See §255.5.]  

In order to limit its potential liability, the advertiser should ensure that the advertising service 

provides guidance and training to its bloggers concerning the need to ensure that statements they 

make are truthful and substantiated. The advertiser should also monitor bloggers who are being paid 

to promote its products and take steps necessary to halt the continued publication of deceptive 

representations when they are discovered. 

§255.2   Consumer endorsements. 

(a) An advertisement employing endorsements by one or more consumers about the performance 

of an advertised product or service will be interpreted as representing that the product or service is 

effective for the purpose depicted in the advertisement. Therefore, the advertiser must possess and 

rely upon adequate substantiation, including, when appropriate, competent and reliable scientific 

evidence, to support such claims made through endorsements in the same manner the advertiser 

would be required to do if it had made the representation directly, i.e., without using endorsements. 

Consumer endorsements themselves are not competent and reliable scientific evidence. 

(b) An advertisement containing an endorsement relating the experience of one or more 

consumers on a central or key attribute of the product or service also will likely be interpreted as 

representing that the endorser's experience is representative of what consumers will generally achieve 

with the advertised product or service in actual, albeit variable, conditions of use. Therefore, an 

advertiser should possess and rely upon adequate substantiation for this representation. If the 

advertiser does not have substantiation that the endorser's experience is representative of what 

consumers will generally achieve, the advertisement should clearly and conspicuously disclose the 
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generally expected performance in the depicted circumstances, and the advertiser must possess and 

rely on adequate substantiation for that representation.1 

(c) Advertisements presenting endorsements by what are represented, directly or by implication, 

to be “actual consumers” should utilize actual consumers in both the audio and video, or clearly and 

conspicuously disclose that the persons in such advertisements are not actual consumers of the 

advertised product. 

Example 1: A brochure for a baldness treatment consists entirely of testimonials from satisfied 

customers who say that after using the product, they had amazing hair growth and their hair is as thick 

and strong as it was when they were teenagers. The advertiser must have competent and reliable 

scientific evidence that its product is effective in producing new hair growth.  

The ad will also likely communicate that the endorsers' experiences are representative of what 

new users of the product can generally expect. Therefore, even if the advertiser includes a disclaimer 

such as, “Notice: These testimonials do not prove our product works. You should not expect to have 

similar results,” the ad is likely to be deceptive unless the advertiser has adequate substantiation that 

new users typically will experience results similar to those experienced by the testimonialists. 

Example 2: An advertisement disseminated by a company that sells heat pumps presents 

endorsements from three individuals who state that after installing the company's heat pump in their 

homes, their monthly utility bills went down by $100, $125, and $150, respectively. The ad will likely 

be interpreted as conveying that such savings are representative of what consumers who buy the 

company's heat pump can generally expect. The advertiser does not have substantiation for that 

representation because, in fact, less than 20% of purchasers will save $100 or more. A disclosure such 

as, “Results not typical” or, “These testimonials are based on the experiences of a few people and you 

are not likely to have similar results” is insufficient to prevent this ad from being deceptive because 

consumers will still interpret the ad as conveying that the specified savings are representative of what 

consumers can generally expect. The ad is less likely to be deceptive if it clearly and conspicuously 

discloses the generally expected savings and the advertiser has adequate substantiation that 

homeowners can achieve those results. There are multiple ways that such a disclosure could be 

phrased, e.g., “the average homeowner saves $35 per month,” “the typical family saves $50 per month 

during cold months and $20 per month in warm months,” or “most families save 10% on their utility 

bills.”  

Example 3: An advertisement for a cholesterol-lowering product features an individual who 

claims that his serum cholesterol went down by 120 points and does not mention having made any 

lifestyle changes. A well-conducted clinical study shows that the product reduces the cholesterol levels 

of individuals with elevated cholesterol by an average of 15% and the advertisement clearly and 

 

1 The Commission tested the communication of advertisements containing testimonials that 

clearly and prominently disclosed either “Results not typical” or the stronger “These testimonials are 

based on the experiences of a few people and you are not likely to have similar results.” Neither 

disclosure adequately reduced the communication that the experiences depicted are generally 

representative. Based upon this research, the Commission believes that similar disclaimers regarding 

the limited applicability of an endorser's experience to what consumers may generally expect to 

achieve are unlikely to be effective. 

Nonetheless, the Commission cannot rule out the possibility that a strong disclaimer of typicality 

could be effective in the context of a particular advertisement. Although the Commission would have 

the burden of proof in a law enforcement action, the Commission notes that an advertiser possessing 

reliable empirical testing demonstrating that the net impression of its advertisement with such a 

disclaimer is non-deceptive will avoid the risk of the initiation of such an action in the first instance. 
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conspicuously discloses this fact. Despite the presence of this disclosure, the advertisement would be 

deceptive if the advertiser does not have adequate substantiation that the product can produce the 

specific results claimed by the endorser (i.e., a 120-point drop in serum cholesterol without any 

lifestyle changes).  

Example 4: An advertisement for a weight-loss product features a formerly obese woman. She 

says in the ad, “Every day, I drank 2 WeightAway shakes, ate only raw vegetables, and exercised 

vigorously for six hours at the gym. By the end of six months, I had gone from 250 pounds to 140 

pounds.” The advertisement accurately describes the woman's experience, and such a result is within 

the range that would be generally experienced by an extremely overweight individual who consumed 

WeightAway shakes, only ate raw vegetables, and exercised as the endorser did. Because the endorser 

clearly describes the limited and truly exceptional circumstances under which she achieved her 

results, the ad is not likely to convey that consumers who weigh substantially less or use WeightAway 

under less extreme circumstances will lose 110 pounds in six months. (If the advertisement simply 

says that the endorser lost 110 pounds in six months using WeightAway together with diet and 

exercise, however, this description would not adequately alert consumers to the truly remarkable 

circumstances leading to her weight loss.) The advertiser must have substantiation, however, for any 

performance claims conveyed by the endorsement (e.g., that WeightAway is an effective weight loss 

product).  

If, in the alternative, the advertisement simply features “before” and “after” pictures of a woman 

who says “I lost 50 pounds in 6 months with WeightAway,” the ad is likely to convey that her 

experience is representative of what consumers will generally achieve. Therefore, if consumers cannot 

generally expect to achieve such results, the ad should clearly and conspicuously disclose what they 

can expect to lose in the depicted circumstances (e.g., “most women who use WeightAway for six 

months lose at least 15 pounds”). 

If the ad features the same pictures but the testimonialist simply says, “I lost 50 pounds with 

WeightAway,” and WeightAway users generally do not lose 50 pounds, the ad should disclose what 

results they do generally achieve (e.g., “most women who use WeightAway lose 15 pounds”). 

Example 5: An advertisement presents the results of a poll of consumers who have used the 

advertiser's cake mixes as well as their own recipes. The results purport to show that the majority 

believed that their families could not tell the difference between the advertised mix and their own 

cakes baked from scratch. Many of the consumers are actually pictured in the advertisement along 

with relevant, quoted portions of their statements endorsing the product. This use of the results of a 

poll or survey of consumers represents that this is the typical result that ordinary consumers can 

expect from the advertiser's cake mix.  

Example 6: An advertisement purports to portray a “hidden camera” situation in a crowded 

cafeteria at breakfast time. A spokesperson for the advertiser asks a series of actual patrons of the 

cafeteria for their spontaneous, honest opinions of the advertiser's recently introduced breakfast 

cereal. Even though the words “hidden camera” are not displayed on the screen, and even though none 

of the actual patrons is specifically identified during the advertisement, the net impression conveyed to 

consumers may well be that these are actual customers, and not actors. If actors have been employed, 

this fact should be clearly and conspicuously disclosed.  

Example 7: An advertisement for a recently released motion picture shows three individuals 

coming out of a theater, each of whom gives a positive statement about the movie. These individuals 

are actual consumers expressing their personal views about the movie. The advertiser does not need 

to have substantiation that their views are representative of the opinions that most consumers will 

have about the movie. Because the consumers' statements would be understood to be the subjective 

opinions of only three people, this advertisement is not likely to convey a typicality message.  
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If the motion picture studio had approached these individuals outside the theater and offered 

them free tickets if they would talk about the movie on camera afterwards, that arrangement should be 

clearly and conspicuously disclosed. [See §255.5.] 

§255.3   Expert endorsements. 

(a) Whenever an advertisement represents, directly or by implication, that the endorser is an 

expert with respect to the endorsement message, then the endorser's qualifications must in fact give 

the endorser the expertise that he or she is represented as possessing with respect to the 

endorsement. 

(b) Although the expert may, in endorsing a product, take into account factors not within his or 

her expertise (e.g., matters of taste or price), the endorsement must be supported by an actual exercise 

of that expertise in evaluating product features or characteristics with respect to which he or she is 

expert and which are relevant to an ordinary consumer's use of or experience with the product and are 

available to the ordinary consumer. This evaluation must have included an examination or testing of 

the product at least as extensive as someone with the same degree of expertise would normally need to 

conduct in order to support the conclusions presented in the endorsement. To the extent that the 

advertisement implies that the endorsement was based upon a comparison, such comparison must 

have been included in the expert's evaluation; and as a result of such comparison, the expert must have 

concluded that, with respect to those features on which he or she is expert and which are relevant and 

available to an ordinary consumer, the endorsed product is at least equal overall to the competitors' 

products. Moreover, where the net impression created by the endorsement is that the advertised 

product is superior to other products with respect to any such feature or features, then the expert 

must in fact have found such superiority. [See §255.1(d) regarding the liability of endorsers.] 

Example 1: An endorsement of a particular automobile by one described as an “engineer” implies 

that the endorser's professional training and experience are such that he is well acquainted with the 

design and performance of automobiles. If the endorser's field is, for example, chemical engineering, 

the endorsement would be deceptive.  

Example 2: An endorser of a hearing aid is simply referred to as “Doctor” during the course of an 

advertisement. The ad likely implies that the endorser is a medical doctor with substantial experience 

in the area of hearing. If the endorser is not a medical doctor with substantial experience in audiology, 

the endorsement would likely be deceptive. A non-medical “doctor” (e.g., an individual with a Ph.D. in 

exercise physiology) or a physician without substantial experience in the area of hearing can endorse 

the product, but if the endorser is referred to as “doctor,” the advertisement must make clear the 

nature and limits of the endorser's expertise.  

Example 3: A manufacturer of automobile parts advertises that its products are approved by the 

“American Institute of Science.” From its name, consumers would infer that the “American Institute of 

Science” is a bona fide independent testing organization with expertise in judging automobile parts 

and that, as such, it would not approve any automobile part without first testing its efficacy by means 

of valid scientific methods. If the American Institute of Science is not such a bona fide independent 

testing organization (e.g., if it was established and operated by an automotive parts manufacturer), the 

endorsement would be deceptive. Even if the American Institute of Science is an independent bona fide 

expert testing organization, the endorsement may nevertheless be deceptive unless the Institute has 

conducted valid scientific tests of the advertised products and the test results support the 

endorsement message.  

Example 4: A manufacturer of a non-prescription drug product represents that its product has 

been selected over competing products by a large metropolitan hospital. The hospital has selected the 

product because the manufacturer, unlike its competitors, has packaged each dose of the product 

separately. This package form is not generally available to the public. Under the circumstances, the 

endorsement would be deceptive because the basis for the hospital's choice—convenience of 
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packaging—is neither relevant nor available to consumers, and the basis for the hospital's decision is 

not disclosed to consumers.  

Example 5: A woman who is identified as the president of a commercial “home cleaning service” 

states in a television advertisement that the service uses a particular brand of cleanser, instead of 

leading competitors it has tried, because of this brand's performance. Because cleaning services 

extensively use cleansers in the course of their business, the ad likely conveys that the president has 

knowledge superior to that of ordinary consumers. Accordingly, the president's statement will be 

deemed to be an expert endorsement. The service must, of course, actually use the endorsed cleanser. 

In addition, because the advertisement implies that the cleaning service has experience with a 

reasonable number of leading competitors to the advertised cleanser, the service must, in fact, have 

such experience, and, on the basis of its expertise, it must have determined that the cleaning ability of 

the endorsed cleanser is at least equal (or superior, if such is the net impression conveyed by the 

advertisement) to that of leading competitors' products with which the service has had experience and 

which remain reasonably available to it. Because in this example the cleaning service's president 

makes no mention that the endorsed cleanser was “chosen,” “selected,” or otherwise evaluated in side-

by-side comparisons against its competitors, it is sufficient if the service has relied solely upon its 

accumulated experience in evaluating cleansers without having performed side-by-side or scientific 

comparisons.  

Example 6: A medical doctor states in an advertisement for a drug that the product will safely 

allow consumers to lower their cholesterol by 50 points. If the materials the doctor reviewed were 

merely letters from satisfied consumers or the results of a rodent study, the endorsement would likely 

be deceptive because those materials are not what others with the same degree of expertise would 

consider adequate to support this conclusion about the product's safety and efficacy.  

§255.4   Endorsements by organizations. 

Endorsements by organizations, especially expert ones, are viewed as representing the judgment 

of a group whose collective experience exceeds that of any individual member, and whose judgments 

are generally free of the sort of subjective factors that vary from individual to individual. Therefore, an 

organization's endorsement must be reached by a process sufficient to ensure that the endorsement 

fairly reflects the collective judgment of the organization. Moreover, if an organization is represented 

as being expert, then, in conjunction with a proper exercise of its expertise in evaluating the product 

under §255.3 (expert endorsements), it must utilize an expert or experts recognized as such by the 

organization or standards previously adopted by the organization and suitable for judging the relevant 

merits of such products. [See §255.1(d) regarding the liability of endorsers.] 

Example: A mattress seller advertises that its product is endorsed by a chiropractic association. 

Because the association would be regarded as expert with respect to judging mattresses, its 

endorsement must be supported by an evaluation by an expert or experts recognized as such by the 

organization, or by compliance with standards previously adopted by the organization and aimed at 

measuring the performance of mattresses in general and not designed with the unique features of the 

advertised mattress in mind.  

§255.5   Disclosure of material connections. 

When there exists a connection between the endorser and the seller of the advertised product 

that might materially affect the weight or credibility of the endorsement (i.e., the connection is not 

reasonably expected by the audience), such connection must be fully disclosed. For example, when an 

endorser who appears in a television commercial is neither represented in the advertisement as an 

expert nor is known to a significant portion of the viewing public, then the advertiser should clearly 

and conspicuously disclose either the payment or promise of compensation prior to and in exchange 

for the endorsement or the fact that the endorser knew or had reason to know or to believe that if the 

endorsement favored the advertised product some benefit, such as an appearance on television, would 
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be extended to the endorser. Additional guidance, including guidance concerning endorsements made 

through other media, is provided by the examples below. 

Example 1: A drug company commissions research on its product by an outside organization. The 

drug company determines the overall subject of the research (e.g., to test the efficacy of a newly 

developed product) and pays a substantial share of the expenses of the research project, but the 

research organization determines the protocol for the study and is responsible for conducting it. A 

subsequent advertisement by the drug company mentions the research results as the “findings” of that 

research organization. Although the design and conduct of the research project are controlled by the 

outside research organization, the weight consumers place on the reported results could be materially 

affected by knowing that the advertiser had funded the project. Therefore, the advertiser's payment of 

expenses to the research organization should be disclosed in this advertisement.  

Example 2: A film star endorses a particular food product. The endorsement regards only points 

of taste and individual preference. This endorsement must, of course, comply with §255.1; but 

regardless of whether the star's compensation for the commercial is a $1 million cash payment or a 

royalty for each product sold by the advertiser during the next year, no disclosure is required because 

such payments likely are ordinarily expected by viewers.  

Example 3: During an appearance by a well-known professional tennis player on a television talk 

show, the host comments that the past few months have been the best of her career and during this 

time she has risen to her highest level ever in the rankings. She responds by attributing the 

improvement in her game to the fact that she is seeing the ball better than she used to, ever since 

having laser vision correction surgery at a clinic that she identifies by name. She continues talking 

about the ease of the procedure, the kindness of the clinic's doctors, her speedy recovery, and how she 

can now engage in a variety of activities without glasses, including driving at night. The athlete does 

not disclose that, even though she does not appear in commercials for the clinic, she has a contractual 

relationship with it, and her contract pays her for speaking publicly about her surgery when she can do 

so. Consumers might not realize that a celebrity discussing a medical procedure in a television 

interview has been paid for doing so, and knowledge of such payments would likely affect the weight 

or credibility consumers give to the celebrity's endorsement. Without a clear and conspicuous 

disclosure that the athlete has been engaged as a spokesperson for the clinic, this endorsement is likely 

to be deceptive. Furthermore, if consumers are likely to take away from her story that her experience 

was typical of those who undergo the same procedure at the clinic, the advertiser must have 

substantiation for that claim.  

Assume that instead of speaking about the clinic in a television interview, the tennis player touts 

the results of her surgery—mentioning the clinic by name—on a social networking site that allows her 

fans to read in real time what is happening in her life. Given the nature of the medium in which her 

endorsement is disseminated, consumers might not realize that she is a paid endorser. Because that 

information might affect the weight consumers give to her endorsement, her relationship with the 

clinic should be disclosed. 

Assume that during that same television interview, the tennis player is wearing clothes bearing 

the insignia of an athletic wear company with whom she also has an endorsement contract. Although 

this contract requires that she wear the company's clothes not only on the court but also in public 

appearances, when possible, she does not mention them or the company during her appearance on the 

show. No disclosure is required because no representation is being made about the clothes in this 

context. 

Example 4: An ad for an anti-snoring product features a physician who says that he has seen 

dozens of products come on the market over the years and, in his opinion, this is the best ever. 

Consumers would expect the physician to be reasonably compensated for his appearance in the ad. 

Consumers are unlikely, however, to expect that the physician receives a percentage of gross product 
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sales or that he owns part of the company, and either of these facts would likely materially affect the 

credibility that consumers attach to the endorsement. Accordingly, the advertisement should clearly 

and conspicuously disclose such a connection between the company and the physician.  

Example 5: An actual patron of a restaurant, who is neither known to the public nor presented as 

an expert, is shown seated at the counter. He is asked for his “spontaneous” opinion of a new food 

product served in the restaurant. Assume, first, that the advertiser had posted a sign on the door of the 

restaurant informing all who entered that day that patrons would be interviewed by the advertiser as 

part of its TV promotion of its new soy protein “steak.” This notification would materially affect the 

weight or credibility of the patron's endorsement, and, therefore, viewers of the advertisement should 

be clearly and conspicuously informed of the circumstances under which the endorsement was 

obtained.  

Assume, in the alternative, that the advertiser had not posted a sign on the door of the restaurant, 

but had informed all interviewed customers of the “hidden camera” only after interviews were 

completed and the customers had no reason to know or believe that their response was being 

recorded for use in an advertisement. Even if patrons were also told that they would be paid for 

allowing the use of their opinions in advertising, these facts need not be disclosed. 

Example 6: An infomercial producer wants to include consumer endorsements for an automotive 

additive product featured in her commercial, but because the product has not yet been sold, there are 

no consumer users. The producer's staff reviews the profiles of individuals interested in working as 

“extras” in commercials and identifies several who are interested in automobiles. The extras are asked 

to use the product for several weeks and then report back to the producer. They are told that if they 

are selected to endorse the product in the producer's infomercial, they will receive a small payment. 

Viewers would not expect that these “consumer endorsers” are actors who were asked to use the 

product so that they could appear in the commercial or that they were compensated. Because the 

advertisement fails to disclose these facts, it is deceptive.  

Example 7: A college student who has earned a reputation as a video game expert maintains a 

personal weblog or “blog” where he posts entries about his gaming experiences. Readers of his blog 

frequently seek his opinions about video game hardware and software. As it has done in the past, the 

manufacturer of a newly released video game system sends the student a free copy of the system and 

asks him to write about it on his blog. He tests the new gaming system and writes a favorable review. 

Because his review is disseminated via a form of consumer-generated media in which his relationship 

to the advertiser is not inherently obvious, readers are unlikely to know that he has received the video 

game system free of charge in exchange for his review of the product, and given the value of the video 

game system, this fact likely would materially affect the credibility they attach to his endorsement. 

Accordingly, the blogger should clearly and conspicuously disclose that he received the gaming system 

free of charge. The manufacturer should advise him at the time it provides the gaming system that this 

connection should be disclosed, and it should have procedures in place to try to monitor his postings 

for compliance.  

Example 8: An online message board designated for discussions of new music download 

technology is frequented by MP3 player enthusiasts. They exchange information about new products, 

utilities, and the functionality of numerous playback devices. Unbeknownst to the message board 

community, an employee of a leading playback device manufacturer has been posting messages on the 

discussion board promoting the manufacturer's product. Knowledge of this poster's employment likely 

would affect the weight or credibility of her endorsement. Therefore, the poster should clearly and 

conspicuously disclose her relationship to the manufacturer to members and readers of the message 

board.  

Example 9: A young man signs up to be part of a “street team” program in which points are 

awarded each time a team member talks to his or her friends about a particular advertiser's products. 
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Team members can then exchange their points for prizes, such as concert tickets or electronics. These 

incentives would materially affect the weight or credibility of the team member's endorsements. They 

should be clearly and conspicuously disclosed, and the advertiser should take steps to ensure that 

these disclosures are being provided.  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

The FTC’s Endorsement Guides: What People Are Asking (September 2017) 

 

Introduction 

Suppose you meet someone who tells you about a great new product. She tells you it performs 

wonderfully and offers fantastic new features that nobody else has. Would that recommendation factor 

into your decision to buy the product? Probably. 

Now suppose the person works for the company that sells the product – or has been paid by the 

company to tout the product. Would you want to know that when you’re evaluating the endorser’s 

glowing recommendation? You bet. That common-sense premise is at the heart of the Federal Trade 

Commission’s (FTC) Endorsement Guides. 

The Guides, at their core, reflect the basic truth-in-advertising principle that endorsements must 

be honest and not misleading. An endorsement must reflect the honest opinion of the endorser and 

can’t be used to make a claim that the product’s marketer couldn’t legally make. 

In addition, the Guides say, if there’s a connection between an endorser and the marketer that 

consumers would not expect and it would affect how consumers evaluate the endorsement, that 

connection should be disclosed. For example, if an ad features an endorser who’s a relative or 

employee of the marketer, the ad is misleading unless the connection is made clear. The same is 

usually true if the endorser has been paid or given something of value to tout the product. The reason 

is obvious: Knowing about the connection is important information for anyone evaluating the 

endorsement. 

Say you’re planning a vacation. You do some research and find a glowing review on someone’s 

blog that a particular resort is the most luxurious place he has ever stayed. If you knew the hotel had 

paid the blogger hundreds of dollars to say great things about it or that the blogger had stayed there 

for several days for free, it could affect how much weight you’d give the blogger’s endorsement. The 

blogger should, therefore, let his readers know about that relationship. 

Another principle in the Guides applies to ads that feature endorsements from people who 

achieved exceptional, or even above average, results. An example is an endorser who says she lost 20 

pounds in two months using the advertised product. If the advertiser doesn’t have proof that the 

endorser’s experience represents what people will generally achieve using the product as described in 

the ad (for example, by just taking a pill daily for two months), then an ad featuring that endorser must 

make clear to the audience what the generally expected results are. 

Here are answers to some of our most frequently asked questions from advertisers, ad agencies, 

bloggers, and others. 

About the Endorsement Guides 

Do the Endorsement Guides apply to social media?  

Yes. Truth in advertising is important in all media, whether they have been around for decades 

(like television and magazines) or are relatively new (like blogs and social media). 

Isn’t it common knowledge that bloggers are paid to tout products or that if you click a link on a 

blogger’s site to buy a product, the blogger will get a commission? 
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No. Some bloggers who mention products in their posts have no connection to the marketers of 

those products – they don’t receive anything for their reviews or get a commission. They simply 

recommend those products to their readers because they believe in them.  

Moreover, the financial arrangements between some bloggers and advertisers may be apparent to 

industry insiders, but not to everyone else who reads a particular blog. Under the law, an act or 

practice is deceptive if it misleads “a significant minority” of consumers. Even if some readers are 

aware of these deals, many readers aren’t. That’s why disclosure is important. 

Are you monitoring bloggers? 

Generally not, but if concerns about possible violations of the FTC Act come to our attention, we 

evaluate them case by case. If law enforcement becomes necessary, our focus usually will be on 

advertisers or their ad agencies and public relations firms. Action against an individual endorser, 

however, might be appropriate in certain circumstances, such as if the endorser has continued to fail to 

make required disclosures despite warnings.  

Does the FTC hold bloggers to a higher standard than reviewers for traditional media outlets? 

No. The FTC Act applies across the board. The issue is – and always has been – whether the 

audience understands the reviewer’s relationship to the company whose products are being 

recommended. If the audience understands the relationship, a disclosure isn’t needed.  

If you’re employed by a newspaper or TV station to give reviews – whether online or offline – 

your audience probably understands that your job is to provide your personal opinion on behalf of the 

newspaper or television station. In that situation, it’s clear that you did not buy the product yourself – 

whether it’s a book or a car or a movie ticket. On a personal blog, a social networking page, or in 

similar media, the reader might not realize that the reviewer has a relationship with the company 

whose products are being recommended. Disclosure of that relationship helps readers decide how 

much weight to give the review. 

What is the legal basis for the Guides? 

The FTC conducts investigations and brings cases involving endorsements made on behalf of an 

advertiser under Section 5 of the FTC Act, which generally prohibits deceptive advertising.  

The Guides are intended to give insight into what the FTC thinks about various marketing 

activities involving endorsements and how Section 5 might apply to those activities. The Guides 

themselves don’t have the force of law. However, practices inconsistent with the Guides may result in 

law enforcement actions alleging violations of the FTC Act. Law enforcement actions can result in 

orders requiring the defendants in the case to give up money they received from their violations and to 

abide by various requirements in the future. Despite inaccurate news reports, there are no “fines” for 

violations of the FTC Act. 

When Does the FTC Act Apply to Endorsements? 

I’m a blogger. I heard that every time I mention a product on my blog, I have to say whether I got 

it for free or paid for it myself. Is that true? 

No. If you mention a product you paid for yourself, there isn’t an issue. Nor is it an issue if you get 

the product for free because a store is giving out free samples to its customers.  

The FTC is only concerned about endorsements that are made on behalf of a sponsoring 

advertiser. For example, an endorsement would be covered by the FTC Act if an advertiser – or 

someone working for an advertiser – pays you or gives you something of value to mention a product. If 

you receive free products or other perks with the expectation that you’ll promote or discuss the 

advertiser’s products in your blog, you’re covered. Bloggers who are part of network marketing 

programs, where they sign up to receive free product samples in exchange for writing about them, also 

are covered. 
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What if all I get from a company is a $1-off coupon, an entry in a sweepstakes or a contest, or a 

product that is only worth a few dollars? Does that still have to be disclosed? 

The question you need to ask is whether knowing about that gift or incentive would affect the 

weight or credibility your readers give to your recommendation. If it could, then it should be disclosed. 

For example, being entered into a sweepstakes or a contest for a chance to win a thousand dollars in 

exchange for an endorsement could very well affect how people view that endorsement. Determining 

whether a small gift would affect the weight or credibility of an endorsement could be difficult. It’s 

always safer to disclose that information. 

Also, even if getting one free item that’s not very valuable doesn’t affect your credibility, 

continually getting free stuff from an advertiser or multiple advertisers could suggest you expect 

future benefits from positive reviews. If a blogger or other endorser has a relationship with a marketer 

or a network that sends freebies in the hope of positive reviews, it’s best to let readers know about the 

free stuff. 

Even an incentive with no financial value might affect the credibility of an endorsement and 

would need to be disclosed. The Guides give the example of a restaurant patron being offered the 

opportunity to appear in television advertising before giving his opinion about a product. Because the 

chance to appear in a TV ad could sway what someone says, that incentive should be disclosed. 

My company makes a donation to charity anytime someone reviews our product. Do we need to 

make a disclosure? 

Some people might be inclined to leave a positive review in an effort to earn more money for 

charity. The overarching principle remains: If readers of the reviews would evaluate them differently 

knowing that they were motivated in part by charitable donations, there should be a disclosure. 

Therefore, it might be better to err on the side of caution and disclose that donations are made to 

charity in exchange for reviews. 

What if I upload a video to YouTube that shows me reviewing several products? Should I disclose 

that I got them from an advertiser? 

Yes. The guidance for videos is the same as for websites or blogs. 

What if I return the product after I review it? Should I still make a disclosure? 

That might depend on the product and how long you are allowed to use it. For example, if you get 

free use of a car for a month, we recommend a disclosure even though you have to return it. But even 

for less valuable products, it’s best to be open and transparent with your readers. 

I have a website that reviews local restaurants. It’s clear when a restaurant pays for an ad on my 

website, but do I have to disclose which restaurants give me free meals? 

If you get free meals, you should let your readers know so they can factor that in when they read 

your reviews. 

I’m opening a new restaurant. To get feedback on the food and service, I’m inviting my family and 

friends to eat for free. If they talk about their experience on social media, is that something that should 

be disclosed? 

You’ve raised two issues here. First, it may be relevant to readers that people endorsing your 

restaurant on social media are related to you. Therefore, they should disclose that personal 

relationship. Second, if you are giving free meals to anyone and seeking their endorsement, then their 

reviews in social media would be viewed as advertising subject to FTC jurisdiction. But even if you 

don’t specifically ask for their endorsement, there may be an expectation that attendees will spread the 

word about the restaurant. Therefore, if someone who eats for free at your invitation posts about your 

restaurant, readers of the post would probably want to know that the meal was on the house. 

I have a YouTube channel that focuses on hunting, camping, and the outdoors. Sometimes I’ll do a 

product review. Knife manufacturers know how much I love knives, so they send me knives as free 
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gifts, hoping that I will review them. I’m under no obligation to talk about any knife and getting the 

knives as gifts really doesn’t affect my judgment. Do I need to disclose when I’m talking about a knife I 

got for free? 

Even if you don’t think it affects your evaluation of the product, what matters is whether knowing 

that you got the knife for free might affect how your audience views what you say about the knife. It 

doesn’t matter that you aren’t required to review every knife you receive. Your viewers may assess 

your review differently if they knew you got the knife for free, so we advise disclosing that fact. 

Several months ago a manufacturer sent me a free product and asked me to write about it in my 

blog. I tried the product, liked it, and wrote a favorable review. When I posted the review, I disclosed 

that I got the product for free from the manufacturer. I still use the product. Do I have to disclose that I 

got the product for free every time I mention it in my blog? 

It might depend on what you say about it, but each new endorsement made without a disclosure 

could be deceptive because readers might not see the original blog post where you said you got the 

product free from the manufacturer. 

A trade association hired me to be its “ambassador” and promote its upcoming conference in 

social media, primarily on Facebook, Twitter, and in my blog. The association is only hiring me for five 

hours a week. I disclose my relationship with the association in my blogs and in the tweets and posts I 

make about the event during the hours I’m working. But sometimes I get questions about the 

conference in my off time. If I respond via Twitter when I’m not officially working, do I need to make a 

disclosure? Can that be solved by placing a badge for the conference in my Twitter profile? 

You have a financial connection to the company that hired you and that relationship exists 

whether or not you are being paid for a particular tweet. If you are endorsing the conference in your 

tweets, your audience has a right to know about your relationship. That said, some of your tweets 

responding to questions about the event might not be endorsements, because they aren’t 

communicating your opinions about the conference (for example, if someone just asks you for a link to 

the conference agenda). 

Also, if you respond to someone’s questions about the event via email or text, that person 

probably already knows your affiliation or they wouldn’t be asking you. You probably wouldn’t need a 

disclosure in that context. But when you respond via social media, all your followers see your posts 

and some of them might not have seen your earlier disclosures. 

With respect to posting the conference’s badge on your Twitter profile page, a disclosure on a 

profile page isn’t sufficient because many people in your audience probably won’t see it. Also, 

depending upon what it says, the badge may not adequately inform consumers of your connection to 

the trade association. If it’s simply a logo or hashtag for the event, it won’t tell consumers of your 

relationship to the association. 

I’m a blogger and a company wants me to attend the launch of its new product. They will fly me to 

the launch and put me up in a hotel for a couple of nights. They aren’t paying me or giving me anything 

else. If I write a blog sharing my thoughts about the product, should I disclose anything? 

Yes. Knowing that you received free travel and accommodations could affect how much weight 

your readers give to your thoughts about the product, so you should disclose that you have a financial 

relationship with the company. 

I share in my social media posts about products I use. Do I actually have to say something positive 

about a product for my posts to be endorsements covered by the FTC Act? 

Simply posting a picture of a product in social media, such as on Pinterest, or a video of you using 

it could convey that you like and approve of the product. If it does, it’s an endorsement. 

You don’t necessarily have to use words to convey a positive message. If your audience thinks that 

what you say or otherwise communicate about a product reflects your opinions or beliefs about the 
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product, and you have a relationship with the company marketing the product, it’s an endorsement 

subject to the FTC Act.  

Of course, if you don’t have any relationship with the advertiser, then your posts simply are not 

subject to the FTC Act, no matter what you show or say about the product. The FTC Act covers only 

endorsements made on behalf of a sponsoring advertiser. 

If I post a picture of myself to Instagram and tag the brand of dress I’m wearing, but don’t say 

anything about the brand in my description of the picture, is that an endorsement? And, even if it is an 

endorsement, wouldn’t my followers understand that I only tag the brands of my sponsors? 

Tagging a brand you are wearing is an endorsement of the brand and, just like any other 

endorsement, could require a disclosure if you have a relationship with that brand. Some influencers 

only tag the brands of their sponsors, some tag brands with which they don’t have relationships, and 

some do a bit of both. Followers might not know why you are tagging a dress and some might think 

you’re doing it just because you like the dress and want them to know. 

Say a car company pays a blogger to write that he wants to buy a certain new sports car and he 

includes a link to the company’s site. But the blogger doesn’t say he’s going to actually buy the car – or 

even that he’s driven it. Is that still an endorsement subject to the FTC’s Endorsement Guides? 

Yes, an endorsement can be aspirational. It’s an endorsement if the blogger is explicitly or 

implicitly expressing his or her views about the sports car (e.g., “I want this car”). If the blogger was 

paid, it should be disclosed. 

I’m a book author and I belong to a group where we agree to post reviews in social media for each 

other. I’ll review someone else’s book on a book review site or a bookstore site if he or she reviews my 

book. No money changes hands. Do I need to make a disclosure? 

It sounds like you have a connection that might materially affect the weight or credibility of your 

endorsements (that is, your reviews), since bad reviews of each others’ books could jeopardize the 

arrangement. There doesn’t have to be a monetary payment. The connection could be friendship, 

family relationships, or strangers who make a deal. 

My Facebook page identifies my employer. Should I include an additional disclosure when I post 

on Facebook about how useful one of our products is? 

It’s a good idea. People reading your posts in their news feed – or on your profile page – might not 

know where you work or what products your employer makes. Many businesses are so diversified that 

readers might not realize that the products you’re talking about are sold by your company. 

A famous athlete has thousands of followers on Twitter and is well-known as a spokesperson for 

a particular product. Does he have to disclose that he’s being paid every time he tweets about the 

product? 

It depends on whether his followers understand that he’s being paid to endorse that product. If 

they know he’s a paid endorser, no disclosure is needed. But if a significant portion of his followers 

don’t know that, the relationship should be disclosed. Determining whether followers are aware of a 

relationship could be tricky in many cases, so we recommend disclosure. 

A famous celebrity has millions of followers on Twitter. Many people know that she regularly 

charges advertisers to mention their products in her tweets. Does she have to disclose when she’s 

being paid to tweet about products? 

It depends on whether her followers understand that her tweets about products are paid 

endorsements. If a significant portion of her followers don’t know that, disclosures are needed. Again, 

determining that could be tricky, so we recommend disclosure. 

I’m a video blogger who lives in London. I create sponsored beauty videos on YouTube. The 

products that I promote are also sold in the U.S. Am I under any obligation to tell my viewers that I 

have been paid to endorse products, considering that I’m not living in the U.S.? 
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To the extent it is reasonably foreseeable that your YouTube videos will be seen by and affect U.S. 

consumers, U.S. law would apply and a disclosure would be required. Also, the U.K. and many other 

countries have similar laws and policies, so you’ll want to check those, too. 

Product Placements 

What does the FTC have to say about product placements on television shows? 

Federal Communications Commission law (FCC, not FTC) requires TV stations to include 

disclosures of product placement in TV shows.  

The FTC has expressed the opinion that under the FTC Act, product placement (that is, merely 

showing products or brands in third-party entertainment content – as distinguished from sponsored 

content or disguised commercials) doesn’t require a disclosure that the advertiser paid for the 

placement. 

What if the host of a television talk show expresses her opinions about a product – let’s say a 

videogame – and she was paid for the promotion? The segment is entertainment, it’s humorous, and 

it’s not like the host is an expert. Is that different from a product placement and does the payment have 

to be disclosed?  

If the host endorses the product – even if she is just playing the game and saying something like 

“wow, this is awesome” – it’s more than a product placement. If the payment for the endorsement isn’t 

expected by the audience and it would affect the weight the audience gives the endorsement, it should 

be disclosed. It doesn’t matter that the host isn’t an expert or the segment is humorous as long as the 

endorsement has credibility that would be affected by knowing about the payment. However, if what 

the host says is obviously an advertisement – think of an old-time television show where the host goes 

to a different set, holds up a cup of coffee, says “Wake up with ABC Coffee. It’s how I start my day!” and 

takes a sip – a disclosure probably isn’t necessary. 

Endorsements by Individuals on Social Networking Sites 

Many social networking sites allow you to share your interests with friends and followers by 

clicking a button or sharing a link to show that you’re a fan of a particular business, product, website or 

service. Is that an "endorsement" that needs a disclosure? 

Many people enjoy sharing their fondness for a particular product or service with their social 

networks.  

If you write about how much you like something you bought on your own and you’re not being 

rewarded, you don’t have to worry. However, if you’re doing it as part of a sponsored campaign or 

you’re being compensated – for example, getting a discount on a future purchase or being entered into 

a sweepstakes for a significant prize – then a disclosure is appropriate. 

I am an avid social media user who often gets rewards for participating in online campaigns on 

behalf of brands. Is it OK for me to click a “like” button, pin a picture, or share a link to show that I’m a 

fan of a particular business, product, website or service as part of a paid campaign? 

Using these features to endorse a company’s products or services as part of a sponsored brand 

campaign probably requires a disclosure.  

We realize that some platforms – like Facebook’s “like” buttons – don’t allow you to make a 

disclosure. Advertisers shouldn’t encourage endorsements using features that don’t allow for clear and 

conspicuous disclosures. Whether the Commission may take action would depend on the overall 

impression, including whether consumers take “likes” to be material in their decision to patronize a 

business or buy a product. 

However, an advertiser buying fake “likes” is very different from an advertiser offering incentives 

for “likes” from actual consumers. If “likes” are from non-existent people or people who have no 

experience using the product or service, they are clearly deceptive, and both the purchaser and the 

seller of the fake “likes” could face enforcement action. 
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I posted a review of a service on a website. Now the marketer has taken my review and changed it 

in a way that I think is misleading. Am I liable for that? What can I do? 

No, you aren’t liable for the changes the marketer made to your review. You could, and probably 

should, complain to the marketer and ask them to stop using your altered review. You also could file 

complaints with the FTC, your local consumer protection organization, and the Better Business Bureau. 

How Should I Disclose That I Was Given Something for My Endorsement? 

Is there special wording I have to use to make the disclosure? 

No. The point is to give readers the essential information. A simple disclosure like “Company X 

gave me this product to try . . . .” will usually be effective. 

Do I have to hire a lawyer to help me write a disclosure? 

No. What matters is effective communication. A disclosure like “Company X gave me [name of 

product], and I think it’s great” gives your readers the information they need. Or, at the start of a short 

video, you might say, “The products I’m going to use in this video were given to me by their 

manufacturers.” That gives the necessary heads-up to your viewers. 

Do I need to list the details of everything I get from a company for reviewing a product? 

No. What matters is whether the information would have an effect on the weight readers would 

give your review. So whether you got $100 or $1,000 you could simply say you were “paid.” (That 

wouldn’t be good enough, however, if you’re an employee or co-owner.) And if it is something so small 

that it would not affect the weight readers would give your review, you may not need to disclose 

anything. 

When should I say more than that I got a product for free? 

It depends on whether you got something else from the company. Saying that you got a product 

for free suggests that you didn’t get anything else. 

For example, if an app developer gave you their 99-cent app for free for you to review it, that 

information might not have much effect on the weight that readers give to your review. But if the app 

developer also gave you $100, knowledge of that payment would have a much greater effect on the 

credibility of your review. So a disclosure that simply said you got the app for free wouldn’t be good 

enough, but as discussed above, you don’t have to disclose exactly how much you were paid. 

Similarly, if a company gave you a $50 gift card to give away to one of your readers and a second 

$50 gift card to keep for yourself, it wouldn’t be good enough only to say that the company gave you a 

gift card to give away. 

I’m doing a review of a videogame that hasn’t been released yet. The manufacturer is paying me 

to try the game and review it. I was planning on disclosing that the manufacturer gave me a “sneak 

peek” of the game. Isn’t that enough to put people on notice of my relationship to the manufacturer? 

No, it’s not. Getting early access doesn’t mean that you got paid. Getting a “sneak peek” of the 

game doesn’t even mean that you get to keep the game. If you get early access, you can say that, but if 

you get to keep the game or are paid, you should say so. 

Would a single disclosure on my home page that “many of the products I discuss on this site are 

provided to me free by their manufacturers” be enough? 

A single disclosure on your home page doesn’t really do it because people visiting your site might 

read individual reviews or watch individual videos without seeing the disclosure on your home page. 

If I upload a video to YouTube and that video requires a disclosure, can I just put the disclosure in 

the description that I upload together with the video? 

No, because consumers can easily miss disclosures in the video description. Many people might 

watch the video without even seeing the description page, and those who do might not read the 
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disclosure. The disclosure has the most chance of being clear and prominent if it’s included in the video 

itself. That’s not to say that you couldn’t have disclosures in both the video and the description.  

What about a disclosure in the description of an Instagram post? 

When people view Instagram streams on most smartphones, longer descriptions (currently more 

than two lines) are truncated, with only the beginning lines displayed. To see the rest, you have to click 

“more.” If an Instagram post makes an endorsement through the picture or the beginning lines of the 

description, any required disclosure should be presented without having to click “more.”  

Would a button that says DISCLOSURE, LEGAL, or something like that which links to a full 

disclosure be sufficient? 

No. A hyperlink like that isn’t likely to be sufficient. It does not convey the importance, nature, and 

relevance of the information to which it leads and it is likely that many consumers will not click on it 

and therefore will miss necessary disclosures. The disclosures we are talking about are brief and there 

is no space-related reason to use a hyperlink to provide access to them. 

The social media platform I use has a built-in feature that allows me to disclose paid 

endorsements. Is it sufficient for me to rely on that tool? 

Not necessarily. Just because a platform offers a feature like that is no guarantee it’s an effective 

way for influencers to disclose their material connection to a brand. It still depends on an evaluation of 

whether the tool clearly and conspicuously discloses the relevant connection. One factor the FTC will 

look to is placement. The disclosure should catch users’ attention and be placed where they aren’t 

likely to miss it. A key consideration is how users view the screen when using a particular platform. 

For example, on a photo platform, users paging through their streams will likely look at the eye-

catching images. Therefore, a disclosure placed above a photo may not attract their attention. Similarly, 

a disclosure in the lower corner of a video could be too easy for users to overlook. Second, the 

disclosure should use a simple-to-read font with a contrasting background that makes it stand out. 

Third, the disclosure should be a worded in a way that’s understandable to the ordinary reader. 

Ambiguous phrases are likely to be confusing. For example, simply flagging that a post contains paid 

content might not be sufficient if the post mentions multiple brands and not all of the mentions were 

paid. The big-picture point is that the ultimate responsibility for clearly disclosing a material 

connection rests with the influencer and the brand – not the platform. 

How can I make a disclosure on Snapchat or in Instagram Stories? 

You can superimpose a disclosure on Snapchat or Instagram Stories just as you can superimpose 

any other words over the images on those platforms. The disclosure should be easy to notice and read 

in the time that your followers have to look at the image. In determining whether your disclosure 

passes muster, factors you should consider include how much time you give your followers to look at 

the image, how much competing text there is to read, how large the disclosure is, and how well it 

contrasts against the image. (You might want to have a solid background behind the disclosure.) Keep 

in mind that if your post includes video and you include an audio disclosure, many users of those 

platforms watch videos without sound. So they won’t hear an audio-only disclosure. Obviously, other 

general disclosure guidance would also apply. 

What about a platform like Twitter? How can I make a disclosure when my message is limited to 

140 characters? 

The FTC isn’t mandating the specific wording of disclosures. However, the same general principle 

– that people get the information they need to evaluate sponsored statements – applies across the 

board, regardless of the advertising medium. The words “Sponsored” and “Promotion” use only 9 

characters. “Paid ad” only uses 7 characters. Starting a tweet with “Ad:” or “#ad” – which takes only 3 

characters – would likely be effective. 
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You just talked about putting “#ad” at the beginning of a social media post. What about “#ad” at or 

near the end of a post? 

We’re not necessarily saying that “#ad” has to be at the beginning of a post. The FTC does not 

dictate where you have to place the “#ad.” What the FTC will look at is whether it is easily noticed and 

understood. So, although we aren’t saying it has to be at the beginning, it’s less likely to be effective in 

the middle or at the end. Indeed, if #ad is mixed in with links or other hashtags at the end, some 

readers may just skip over all of that stuff. 

What if we combine our company name, “Cool Stylle” with “ad” as in “#coolstyllead”? 

There is a good chance that consumers won’t notice and understand the significance of the word 

“ad” at the end of a hashtag, especially one made up of several words combined like “#coolstyllead.” 

Disclosures need to be easily noticed and understood. 

Is it good enough if an endorser says “thank you” to the sponsoring company? 

No. A “thank you” to a company or a brand doesn’t necessarily communicate that the endorser got 

something for free or that they were given something in exchange for an endorsement. The person 

posting in social media could just be thanking a company or brand for providing a great product or 

service. But “Thanks XYZ for the free product” or “Thanks XYZ for the gift of ABC product” would be 

good enough – if that’s all you got from XYZ. If that’s too long, there’s “Sponsored” or “Ad.” 

What about saying, “XYZ Company asked me to try their product”? 

Depending on the context of the endorsement, it might be clear that the endorser got the product 

for free and kept it after trying it. If that isn’t clear, then that disclosure wouldn’t be good enough. Also, 

that disclosure might not be sufficient if, in addition to receiving a free product, the endorser was paid. 

I provide marketing consulting and advice to my clients. I’m also a blogger and I sometimes 

promote my client’s products. Are “#client” “#advisor” and “#consultant” all acceptable disclosures? 

Probably not. Such one-word hashtags are ambiguous and likely confusing. In blogs, there isn’t an 

issue with a limited number of characters available. So it would be much clearer if you say something 

like, “I’m a paid consultant to the marketers of XYZ” or “I work with XYZ brand”(where XYZ is a brand 

name). 

Of course, it’s possible that that some shorter message might be effective. For example, something 

like “XYZ_Consultant” or “XYZ_Advisor” might work. But even if a disclosure like that is clearer, no 

disclosure is effective if consumers don’t see it and read it.  

Would “#ambassador” or “#[BRAND]_Ambassador” work in a tweet? 

The use of “#ambassador” is ambiguous and confusing. Many consumers are unlikely to know 

what it means. By contrast, “#XYZ_Ambassador” will likely be more understandable (where XYZ is a 

brand name). However, even if the language is understandable, a disclosure also must be prominent so 

it will be noticed and read. 

I’m a blogger, and XYZ Resort Company is flying me to one of its destinations and putting me up 

for a few nights. If I write an article sharing my thoughts about the resort destination, how should I 

disclose the free travel? 

Your disclosure could be just, “XYZ Resort paid for my trip” or “Thanks to XYZ Resort for the free 

trip.” It would also be accurate to describe your blog as “sponsored by XYZ Resort.” 

The Guides say that disclosures have to be clear and conspicuous. What does that mean? 

To make a disclosure “clear and conspicuous,” advertisers should use plain and unambiguous 

language and make the disclosure stand out. Consumers should be able to notice the disclosure easily. 

They should not have to look for it. In general, disclosures should be: 

• close to the claims to which they relate; 

• in a font that is easy to read; 
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• in a shade that stands out against the background; 

• for video ads, on the screen long enough to be noticed, read, and understood; 

• for audio disclosures, read at a cadence that is easy for consumers to follow and in words 

consumers will understand. 

A disclosure that is made in both audio and video is more likely to be noticed by consumers. 

Disclosures should not be hidden or buried in footnotes, in blocks of text people are not likely to read, 

or in hyperlinks. If disclosures are hard to find, tough to understand, fleeting, or buried in unrelated 

details, or if other elements in the ad or message obscure or distract from the disclosures, they don’t 

meet the “clear and conspicuous” standard. With respect to online disclosures, FTC staff has issued a 

guidance document, “.com Disclosures: How to Make Effective Disclosures in Digital Advertising,” 

which is available on ftc.gov. 

Where in my blog should I disclose that my review is sponsored by a marketer? I've seen some 

say it at the top and others at the bottom. Does it matter? 

Yes, it matters. A disclosure should be placed where it easily catches consumers’ attention and is 

difficult to miss. Consumers may miss a disclosure at the bottom of a blog or the bottom of a page. A 

disclosure at the very top of the page, outside of the blog, might also be overlooked by consumers. A 

disclosure is more likely to be seen if it’s very close to, or part of, the endorsement to which it relates. 

I’ve been paid to endorse a product in social media. My posts, videos, and tweets will be in 

Spanish. In what language should I disclose that I’ve been paid for the promotion? 

The connection between an endorser and a marketer should be disclosed in whatever language or 

languages the endorsement is made, so your disclosures should be in Spanish. 

I guess I need to make a disclosure that I’ve gotten paid for a video review that I’m uploading to 

YouTube. When in the review should I make the disclosure? Is it ok if it’s at the end? 

It’s more likely that a disclosure at the end of the video will be missed, especially if someone 

doesn’t watch the whole thing. Having it at the beginning of the review would be better. Having 

multiple disclosures during the video would be even better. Of course, no one should promote a link to 

your review that bypasses the beginning of the video and skips over the disclosure. If YouTube has 

been enabled to run ads during your video, a disclosure that is obscured by ads is not clear and 

conspicuous.  

I’m getting paid to do a videogame playthrough and give commentary while I’m playing. The 

playthrough – which will last several hours – will be live streamed. Would a disclosure at the beginning 

of the stream be ok? 

Since viewers can tune in any time, they could easily miss a disclosure at the beginning of the 

stream or at any other single point in the stream. If there are multiple, periodic disclosures throughout 

the stream people are likely to see them no matter when they tune in. To be cautious, you could have a 

continuous, clear and conspicuous disclosure throughout the entire stream. 

Other Things for Endorsers to Know 

Besides disclosing my relationship with the company whose product I’m endorsing, what are the 

essential things I need to know about endorsements? 

The most important principle is that an endorsement has to represent the accurate experience 

and opinion of the endorser: 

• You can’t talk about your experience with a product if you haven’t tried it.  

• If you were paid to try a product and you thought it was terrible, you can’t say it’s terrific.  

You can’t make claims about a product that would require proof the advertiser doesn’t have. The 

Guides give the example of a blogger commissioned by an advertiser to review a new body lotion. 

Although the advertiser does not make any claims about the lotion’s ability to cure skin conditions and 

https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/attachments/press-releases/ftc-staff-revises-online-advertising-disclosure-guidelines/130312dotcomdisclosures.pdf
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the blogger does not ask the advertiser whether there is substantiation for the claim, she writes that 

the lotion cures eczema. The blogger is subject to liability for making claims without having a 

reasonable basis for those claims. 

Social Media Contests 

My company runs contests and sweepstakes in social media. To enter, participants have to send a 

Tweet or make a pin with the hashtag, #XYZ_Rocks. (“XYZ” is the name of my product.) Isn’t that 

enough to notify readers that the posts were incentivized? 

No, it is likely that many readers would not understand such a hashtag to mean that those posts 

were made as part of a contest or that the people doing the posting had received something of value (in 

this case, a chance to win the contest prize). Making the word “contest” or “sweepstakes” part of the 

hashtag should be enough. However, the word “sweeps” probably isn’t, because it is likely that many 

people would not understand what that means. 

Online Review Programs 

My company runs a retail website that includes customer reviews of the products we sell. We 

believe honest reviews help our customers and we give out free products to a select group of our 

customers for them to review. We tell them to be honest, whether it’s positive or negative. What we 

care about is how helpful the reviews are. Do we still need to disclose which reviews were of free 

products? 

Yes. Knowing that reviewers got the product they reviewed for free would probably affect the 

weight your customers give to the reviews, even if you didn’t intend for that to happen. And even 

assuming the reviewers in your program are unbiased, your customers have the right to know which 

reviewers were given products for free. It’s also possible that the reviewers may wonder whether your 

company would stop sending them products if they wrote several negative reviews – despite your 

assurances that you only want their honest opinions – and that could affect their reviews. Also, 

reviewers given free products might give the products higher ratings on a scale like the number of 

stars than reviewers who bought the products. If that’s the case, consumers may be misled if they just 

look at inflated average ratings rather than reading individual reviews with disclosures. Therefore, if 

you give free products to reviewers you should disclose next to any average or other summary rating 

that it includes reviewers who were given free products.  

My company, XYZ, operates one of the most popular multi-channel networks on YouTube. We just 

entered into a contract with a videogame marketer to pay some of our network members to produce 

and upload video reviews of the marketer’s games. We’re going to have these reviewers announce at 

the beginning of each video (before the action starts) that it’s “sponsored by XYZ” and also have a 

prominent simultaneous disclosure on the screen saying the same thing. Is that good enough? 

Many consumers could think that XYZ is a neutral third party and won’t realize from your 

disclosures that the review was really sponsored (and paid for) by the videogame marketer, which has 

a strong interest in positive reviews. If the disclosure said, “Sponsored by [name of the game 

company],” that would be good enough. 

Soliciting Endorsements 

My company wants to contact customers and interview them about their experiences with our 

service. If we like what they say about our service, can we ask them to allow us to quote them in our 

ads? Can we pay them for letting us use their endorsements? 

Yes, you can ask your customers about their experiences with your product and feature their 

comments in your ads. If they have no reason to expect compensation or any other benefit before they 

give their comments, there’s no need to disclose your payments to them.  

However, if you’ve given these customers a reason to expect a benefit from providing their 

thoughts about your product, you should disclose that fact in your ads. For example, if customers are 
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told in advance that their comments might be used in advertising, they might expect to receive a 

payment for a positive review, and that could influence what they say, even if you tell them that you 

want their honest opinion. In fact, even if you tell your customers that you aren’t going to pay them but 

that they might be featured in your advertising, that opportunity might be seen as having a value, so 

the fact that they knew this when they gave the review should be disclosed (e.g., “Customers were told 

in advance they might be featured in an ad.”). 

I’m starting a new Internet business. I don't have any money for advertising, so I need publicity. 

Can I tell people that if they say good things about my business on Yelp or Etsy, I’ll give them a discount 

on items they buy through my website? 

It’s not a good idea. Endorsements must reflect the honest opinions or experiences of the 

endorser, and your plan could cause people to make up positive reviews even if they’ve never done 

business with you. However, it’s okay to invite people to post reviews of your business after they’ve 

actually used your products or services. If you’re offering them something of value in return for these 

reviews, tell them in advance that they should disclose what they received from you. You should also 

inform potential reviewers that the discount will be conditioned upon their making the disclosure. 

That way, other consumers can decide how much stock to put in those reviews. 

A company is giving me a free product to review on one particular website or social media 

platform. They say that if I voluntarily review it on another site or on a different social media platform, 

I don’t need to make any disclosures. Is that true? 

No. If you received a free or discounted product to provide a review somewhere, your connection 

to the company should be disclosed everywhere you endorse the product. 

Does it matter how I got the free product to review? 

No, it doesn’t. Whether they give you a code, ship it directly to you, or give you money to buy it 

yourself, it’s all the same for the purpose of having to disclose that you got the product for free. The key 

question is always the same: If consumers knew the company gave it to you for free (or at a substantial 

discount), might that information affect how much weight they give your review? 

My company wants to get positive reviews. We are thinking about distributing product discounts 

through various services that encourage reviews. Some services require individuals who want 

discount codes to provide information allowing sellers to read their other reviews before deciding 

which reviewers to provide with discount codes. Other services send out offers of a limited number of 

discount codes and then follow up by email to see whether the recipients have reviewed their 

products. Still others send offers of discount codes to those who previously posted reviews in exchange 

for discounted products. All of these services say that reviews are not required. Does it matter which 

service I choose? I would prefer that recipients of my discount codes not have to disclose that they 

received discounts. 

Whichever service you choose, the recipients of your discount codes need to disclose that they 

received a discount from you to encourage their reviews. Even though the services might say that a 

review is not “required,” it’s at least implied that a review is expected. 

What Are an Advertiser's Responsibilities for What Others Say in Social Media? 

Our company uses a network of bloggers and other social media influencers to promote our 

products. We understand we’re responsible for monitoring our network. What kind of monitoring 

program do we need? Will we be liable if someone in our network says something false about our 

product or fails to make a disclosure? 

Advertisers need to have reasonable programs in place to train and monitor members of their 

network. The scope of the program depends on the risk that deceptive practices by network 

participants could cause consumer harm – either physical injury or financial loss. For example, a 
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network devoted to the sale of health products may require more supervision than a network 

promoting, say, a new fashion line. Here are some elements every program should include: 

1. Given an advertiser’s responsibility for substantiating objective product claims, explain to 

members of your network what they can (and can’t) say about the products – for example, a 

list of the health claims they can make for your products, along with instructions not to go 

beyond those claims;  

2. Instruct members of the network on their responsibilities for disclosing their connections to 

you; 

3. Periodically search for what your people are saying; and  

4. Follow up if you find questionable practices.  

It’s unrealistic to expect you to be aware of every single statement made by a member of your 

network. But it’s up to you to make a reasonable effort to know what participants in your network are 

saying. That said, it’s unlikely that the activity of a rogue blogger would be the basis of a law 

enforcement action if your company has a reasonable training, monitoring, and compliance program in 

place. 

Our company’s social media program is run by our public relations firm. We tell them to make 

sure that what they and anyone they pay on our behalf do complies with the FTC’s Guides. Is that good 

enough? 

Your company is ultimately responsible for what others do on your behalf. You should make sure 

your public relations firm has an appropriate program in place to train and monitor members of its 

social media network. Ask for regular reports confirming that the program is operating properly and 

monitor the network periodically. Delegating part of your promotional program to an outside entity 

doesn’t relieve you of responsibility under the FTC Act. 

What About Intermediaries? 

I have a small network marketing business. Advertisers pay me to distribute their products to 

members of my network who then try the product for free. How do the principles in the Guides affect 

me? 

You should tell the participants in your network that if they endorse products they have received 

through your program, they should make it clear they got them for free. Advise your clients – the 

advertisers – that if they provide free samples directly to your members, they should remind them of 

the importance of disclosing the relationship when they talk about those products. Put a program in 

place to check periodically whether your members are making those disclosures, and to deal with 

anyone who isn’t complying.  

My company recruits “influencers” for marketers who want them to endorse their products. We 

pay and direct the influencers. What are our responsibilities? 

Like an advertiser, your company needs to have reasonable programs in place to train and 

monitor the influencers you pay and direct. 

What About Affiliate or Network Marketing? 

I’m an affiliate marketer with links to an online retailer on my website. When people read what 

I’ve written about a particular product and then click on those links and buy something from the 

retailer, I earn a commission from the retailer. What do I have to disclose? Where should the disclosure 

be? 

If you disclose your relationship to the retailer clearly and conspicuously on your site, readers can 

decide how much weight to give your endorsement.  

In some instances – like when the affiliate link is embedded in your product review – a single 

disclosure may be adequate. When the review has a clear and conspicuous disclosure of your 
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relationship and the reader can see both the review containing that disclosure and the link at the same 

time, readers have the information they need. You could say something like, “I get commissions for 

purchases made through links in this post.” But if the product review containing the disclosure and the 

link are separated, readers may not make the connection.  

As for where to place a disclosure, the guiding principle is that it has to be clear and conspicuous. 

The closer it is to your recommendation, the better. Putting disclosures in obscure places – for 

example, buried on an ABOUT US or GENERAL INFO page, behind a poorly labeled hyperlink or in a 

“terms of service” agreement – isn’t good enough. Neither is placing it below your review or below the 

link to the online retailer so readers would have to keep scrolling after they finish reading. Consumers 

should be able to notice the disclosure easily. They shouldn’t have to hunt for it. 

Is “affiliate link” by itself an adequate disclosure? What about a “buy now” button? 

Consumers might not understand that “affiliate link” means that the person placing the link is 

getting paid for purchases through the link. Similarly, a “buy now” button would not be adequate. 

What if I’m including links to product marketers or to retailers as a convenience to my readers, 

but I’m not getting paid for them? 

Then there isn’t anything to disclose. 

Does this guidance about affiliate links apply to links in my product reviews on someone else’s 

website, to my user comments, and to my tweets? 

Yes, the same guidance applies anytime you endorse a product and get paid through affiliate links. 

It’s clear that what’s on my website is a paid advertisement, not my own endorsement or review 

of the product. Do I still have to disclose that I get a commission if people click through my website to 

buy the product? 

If it’s clear that what’s on your site is a paid advertisement, you don’t have to make additional 

disclosures. Just remember that what’s clear to you may not be clear to everyone visiting your site, and 

the FTC evaluates ads from the perspective of reasonable consumers. 

Expert Endorsers Making Claims Outside of Traditional Advertisements 

One of our company’s paid spokespersons is an expert who appears on news and talk shows 

promoting our product, sometimes along with other products she recommends based on her expertise. 

Your Guides give an example of a celebrity spokesperson appearing on a talk show and recommend 

that the celebrity disclose her connection to the company she is promoting. Does that principle also 

apply to expert endorsers? 

Yes, it does. Your spokesperson should disclose her connection when promoting your products 

outside of traditional advertising media (in other words, on programming that consumers won’t 

recognize as paid advertising). The same guidance also would apply to comments by the expert in her 

blog or on her website. 

Employee Endorsements 

I work for a terrific company. Can I mention our products to people in my social networks? How 

about on a review site? My friends won’t be misled since it’s clear in my online profiles where I work. 

If your company allows employees to use social media to talk about its products, you should make 

sure that your relationship is disclosed to people who read your online postings about your company 

or its products. Put yourself in the reader’s shoes. Isn’t the employment relationship something you 

would want to know before relying on someone else’s endorsement? Listing your employer on your 

profile page isn’t enough. After all, people who just read what you post on a review site won’t get that 

information. 

People reading your posting on a review site probably won’t know who you are. You definitely 

should disclose your employment relationship when making an endorsement. 
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On her own initiative and without us asking, one of our employees used her personal social 

network simply to “like” or “share” one of our company’s posts. Does she need to disclose that she 

works for our company?  

Whether there should be any disclosure depends upon whether the “like” or “share” could be 

viewed as an advertisement for your company. If the post is an ad, then employees endorsing the post 

should disclose their relationship to the company. With a share, that’s fairly easy to do, “Check out my 

company’s great new product  . . . .” Regarding “likes,” see what we said above about “likes.”  

Our company’s policy says that employees shouldn’t post positive reviews online about our 

products without clearly disclosing their relationship to the company. All of our employees agree to 

abide by this policy when they are hired. But we have several thousand people working here and we 

can’t monitor what they all do on their own computers and other devices when they aren’t at work. Are 

we liable if an employee posts a review of one of our products, either on our company website or on a 

social media site and doesn’t disclose that relationship? 

It wouldn’t be reasonable to expect you to monitor every social media posting by all of your 

employees. However, you should establish a formal program to remind employees periodically of your 

policy, especially if the company encourages employees to share their opinions about your products. 

Also, if you learn that an employee has posted a review on the company’s website or a social media site 

without adequately disclosing his or her relationship to the company, you should remind them of your 

company policy and ask them to remove that review or adequately disclose that they’re an employee. 

What about employees of an ad agency or public relations firm? Can my agency ask our 

employees to spread the buzz about our clients’ products? 

First, an ad agency (or any company for that matter) shouldn’t ask employees to say anything that 

isn’t true. No one should endorse a product they haven’t used or say things they don’t believe about a 

product, and an employer certainly shouldn’t encourage employees to engage in such conduct.  

Moreover, employees of an ad agency or public relations firm have a connection to the advertiser, 

which should be disclosed in all social media posts. Agencies asking their employees to spread the 

word must instruct those employees about their responsibilities to disclose their relationship to the 

product they are endorsing, e.g., “My employer is paid to promote [name of product],” or simply 

“Advertisement,” or when space is an issue, “Ad” or “#ad.” 

My company XYX wants to tell our employees what to disclose in social media. Is “#employee” 

good enough? 

Consumers may be confused by “#employee.” Consumers would be more likely to understand 

“#XYZ_Employee.” Then again, if consumers don’t associate your company’s name with the product or 

brand being endorsed, that disclosure might not work. It would be much clearer to use the words “my 

company” or “employer’s” in the body of the message. It's a lot easier to understand and harder to 

miss.  

Using Testimonials That Don’t Reflect the Typical Consumer Experience 

We want to run ads featuring endorsements from consumers who achieved the best results with 

our company’s product. Can we do that? 

Testimonials claiming specific results usually will be interpreted to mean that the endorser’s 

experience reflects what others can also expect. Statements like “Results not typical” or “Individual 

results may vary” won’t change that interpretation. That leaves advertisers with two choices: 

1. Have adequate proof to back up the claim that the results shown in the ad are typical, or 

2. Clearly and conspicuously disclose the generally expected performance in the circumstances 

shown in the ad.  

How would this principle about testimonialists who achieved exceptional results apply in a real 

ad? 
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The Guides include several examples with practical advice on this topic. One example is about an 

ad in which a woman says, “I lost 50 pounds in 6 months with WeightAway.” If consumers can’t 

generally expect to get those results, the ad should say how much weight consumers can expect to lose 

in similar circumstances – for example, “Most women who use WeightAway for six months lose at least 

15 pounds.” 

Our company website includes testimonials from some of our more successful customers who 

used our product during the past few years and mentions the results they got. We can’t figure out now 

what the “generally expected results” were back then. What should we do? Do we have to remove 

those testimonials? 

There are two issues here. First, according to the Guides, if your website says or implies that the 

endorser currently uses the product in question, you can use that endorsement only as long as you 

have good reason to believe the endorser does still use the product. If you’re using endorsements that 

are a few years old, it’s your obligation to make sure the claims still are accurate. If your product has 

changed, it’s best to get new endorsements.  

Second, if your product is the same as it was when the endorsements were given and the claims 

are still accurate, you probably can use the old endorsements if the disclosures are consistent with 

what the generally expected results are now. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

The following is an example of a complaint issued by the FTC, this one in connection with a social 

media “product bomb” campaign launched by the department store Lord & Taylor. Excerpts from the 

exhibits referenced in the complaint appear after the text of the complaint. At the conclusion of the 

matter, Lord & Taylor agreed in a consent order in essence to follow the FTC’s rules in the future. It 

received no other penalties. The FTC did not apparently contact the influencers cited in the complaint.  

 

In the Matter of Lord & Taylor, LLC 

FTC Matter/File No. 153-3181 | C4576 (2016) 

 

COMPLAINT  

The Federal Trade Commission, having reason to believe that Lord & Taylor, LLC, a limited 

liability company (“Respondent”), has violated the provisions of the Federal Trade Commission Act, 

and it appearing to the Commission that this proceeding is in the public interest, alleges:   

1. Respondent Lord & Taylor is a New York limited liability company with its principal office or place 

of business at 424 5th Avenue, New York, NY, 10018.  

2. Respondent has manufactured, advertised, labeled, offered for sale, sold, and distributed women’s, 

men’s, and children’s apparel, accessories, cosmetics, and other retail merchandise to consumers.   

3. The acts and practices of Respondent alleged in this complaint have been in or affecting commerce, 

as “commerce” is defined in Section 4 of the Federal Trade Commission Act.   

Lord & Taylor’s Design Lab Instagram Campaign  

4. In the Fall of 2014, Respondent Lord & Taylor developed plans to promote its new Design Lab 

collection, a private label clothing line aimed at women ages 18-35.  Respondent’s Design Lab 

marketing plan included a comprehensive social media campaign (“product bomb”) launched at 

the end of March 2015.  The campaign was comprised of Lord & Taylor-branded blog posts, 

photos, video uploads, native advertising editorials in online fashion magazines, and use of a team 

of fashion influencers recruited for their fashion style and extensive base of followers on social 
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media platforms, all focused on a single article of clothing, the Design Lab Paisley Asymmetrical 

Dress.  

5. Lord & Taylor gifted the Paisley Asymmetrical Dress to 50 select fashion influencers who were 

paid, in amounts ranging from $1,000 to $4,000, to post on the social media platform Instagram 

one photo of themselves wearing the Design Lab dress during a specified timeframe during the 

weekend of March 27-28, 2015.  While the influencers were given the freedom to style the dress in 

any way they saw fit, Lord & Taylor contractually obligated them to exclusively mention the 

company using the “@lordandtaylor” Instagram user designation and the campaign hashtag 

“#DesignLab” in the photo caption.  The influencers also were required to tag their photos of the 

dress using the “@lordandtaylor” Instagram designation.    

6. Although Lord & Taylor’s Design Lab influencer contracts detailed the manner in which 

Respondent was to be mentioned in each Instagram posting, the contracts did not require the 

influencers to disclose in their postings that Respondent had compensated them, nor did  

Respondent otherwise obligate the influencers to disclose that they had been compensated.  

7. In advance of the March 27-28, 2015 Design Lab debut, Respondent’s representatives 

preapproved each of the influencers’ Instagram posts to ensure that the required campaign 

hashtag and the @lordandtaylor Instagram user designation were included in the photo captions. 

Respondent also made certain other stylistic edits to the influencers’ proposed text. None of the 

Instagram posts presented to Respondent for pre-approval included a disclosure that the 

influencer had received the dress for free, that she had been compensated for the post, or that the 

post was a part of a Lord & Taylor advertising campaign. Respondent Lord & Taylor did not edit 

any of the 50 posts to add such disclosures. See Exhibit A (representative Design Lab Instagram 

posts from the weekend of March 27-28, 2015).    

8. The Design Lab Instagram campaign reached 11.4 million individual Instagram users, resulted in 

328,000 brand engagements with Lord & Taylor’s own Instagram user handle (such as likes, 

comments, or re-postings), and the dress subsequently sold out.    

9. Respondent’s Design Lab debut also included strategic placement of Lord & Taylor-edited 

Instagram posts and an article in online fashion magazines.  One such magazine was Nylon, a pop 

culture and fashion publication owned by Nylon Media, LLC, the company that represented the 

majority of the fashion influencers involved in Respondent’s Design Lab Instagram campaign.  

Nylon posted a photo of the Paisley Asymmetrical Dress, along with a Lord & Taylor-edited 

caption, on its Instagram account during the product bomb weekend.  See Exhibit B (Nylon.com 

Design Lab Instagram Post).  Although paid for, reviewed, and pre-approved by Lord & Taylor, 

Nylon’s Instagram post failed to disclose that Lord & Taylor had paid for the posting.   

10. Nylon Magazine also ran an article about the Design Lab collection in its online magazine on March 

31, 2015.  Under the terms of its contract with Nylon Magazine, Lord & Taylor reviewed and pre-

approved the paid-for Nylon Design Lab article, yet the article did not disclose or otherwise make 

clear this commercial arrangement.  See Exhibit C (Nylon.com Design Lab magazine article).     

COUNT I  

Misrepresentations About the Design Lab Instagram Postings  

11. Through the means described in Paragraphs 4 through 7, Respondent represented, directly or 

indirectly, expressly or by implication, that the 50 Instagram images and captions reflected the 

independent statements of impartial fashion influencers.    

12. In fact, the 50 Instagram images and captions did not reflect the independent statements of  

impartial fashion influencers.  Respondent’s influencers specifically created the postings as part of 

an advertising campaign to promote sales of Respondent’s Design Lab collection.  Therefore, the 

representation set forth in Paragraph 11 is false or misleading.  
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COUNT II  

Failure to Disclose Influencers’ Material Connection to Lord & Taylor  

13. Through the means described in Paragraphs 4 through 7, Respondent represented, directly or 

indirectly, expressly or by implication, that the 50 Instagram images and captions posted on March 

27 and 28, 2015 about the Paisley Asymmetrical Dress reflected the opinions of individuals with 

expertise in new trends in fashion.  In numerous instances, Respondent failed to disclose or 

disclose adequately that these individuals were paid endorsers for Respondent.  These facts would 

be material to consumers in their decision to purchase the Paisley Asymmetrical Dress.  The 

failure to disclose these facts, in light of the representation made, was and is, a deceptive practice.  

COUNT III  

Misrepresentations About the Nylon Instagram Post  and the March 31, 2015 Nylon Magazine Article  

14. Through the means described in Paragraphs 9 and 10, Respondent represented, directly or 

indirectly, expressly or by implication, that the article that appeared on the March 31, 2015 Nylon 

Magazine website and the Design Lab posting on Nylon’s Instagram account, were independent 

statements and opinions regarding the launch of Respondent’s Design Lab collection.  

15. In fact, neither the Nylon Magazine article nor the Nylon Instagram post were independent 

statements or opinions regarding Respondent’s Design Lab collection; they were paid commercial 

advertising.  Therefore, the representation set forth in Paragraph 14 is false or misleading.   

16. The acts and practices of Respondent as alleged in this complaint constitute unfair or deceptive 

acts or practices in or affecting commerce in violation of Section 5(a) of the FTC Act, 15 U.S.C. 

§ 45(a). 

THEREFORE, the Federal Trade Commission this twentieth day of May, 2016, has issued this 

Complaint against Respondent.   

By the Commission.  

Donald S. Clark  

Secretary  

 

Exhibit A 

 

 

Exhibit B 
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Exhibit C 
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V. Right of Publicity 

The right of publicity protects a person’s identity against unauthorized commercial exploitation. 

See J. THOMAS MCCARTHY, THE RIGHTS OF PUBLICITY AND PRIVACY § 1:3 (2d ed. Apr. 2014) (defining the right 

of publicity as “the inherent right of every human being to control the commercial use of his or her 

identity”). There is no federal right of publicity, though as we will see below, Lanham Act § 43(a), 15 

U.S.C. § 1125(a), may form the basis for a cause of action akin to one that protects publicity rights. 

Right of publicity claims are typically pursued under state common law or state statutory law. Thirty-

three of the fifty states provide some form of right of publicity protection,2 either through common law 

protection, state statutory protection, or both. 

 

Right of Publicity Law by State (as of May 2021) 

 

 

Because of their importance to the entertainment and media industries, and because their 

differences are typical of the differences among the laws of the many states, California and New York’s 

schemes of publicity rights protection are detailed below. 

But before delving into the specifics of the right of publicity, it may be worthwhile to ask: why 

should we protect a person’s identity from unauthorized commercial exploitation?  This question is 

important because the answer we give may guide how we apply the doctrine and what exceptions we 

allow to publicity rights. Borrowing from trademark law, should we do so simply to prevent false 

endorsements that may mislead consumers as to who is actually endorsing a product?  See generally 

Stacey L. Dogan & Mark A. Lemley, What the Right of Publicity Can Learn from Trademark Law, 58 STAN. 

L. REV. 1161 (2006). Or are there further, independent justifications?  Some commentators have 
 

2 See J. THOMAS MCCARTHY, THE RIGHTS OF PUBLICITY AND PRIVACY § 6:2 (April 2021); Brill v. Walt 

Disney Co., 246 P.3d 1099 (2010) (Court of Civil Appeals of Oklahoma). See also Jennifer Rothman’s 

http://www.rightofpublicityroadmap.com/. 
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proposed moral or ethical rationales for the right of publicity, based on an individual’s human right to 

privacy or on an individual’s right to autonomous self-definition—so that a sportsperson opposed to 

alcohol should not have to see their identity used to promote alcoholic beverages. See e.g., Mark 

McKenna, The Right of Publicity and Autonomous Self-Definition, 67 U. PITT. L. REV. 225 (2005); but see 

O’Brien v. Pabst Sales Co., 124 F.2d 167 (5th Cir. 1941) (denying football player Davy O’Brien’s privacy-

based right of publicity claim against a beer producer). Others have proposed a “Lockean” justification 

for the right of publicity, in that the unauthorized exploitation of someone’s identity constitutes a 

misappropriation of the fruits of the labor of whoever created that identity. See Michael Madow, 

Private Ownership of Public Image, 81 CAL. L. REV. 127 (1993) (discussing but not endorsing this view). 

Commentators have also proposed economic justifications for the right of publicity, based on the 

proposition that the right of publicity provides an economic incentive to celebrities to do more and 

better of whatever it is that makes them celebrities, or that the right of publicity prevents “congestion 

externalities,” i.e., the dilution of the distinctiveness of a celebrity’s identity that might occur if that 

identity is associated with too many products or services. See WILLIAM M. LANDES & RICHARD A. POSNER, 

THE ECONOMIC STRUCTURE OF INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY LAW 222-228 (2003). (In what sense is antidilution 

law essentially a right of publicity scheme of protection for brand names?) 

Which of these rationales for the right of publicity strikes you as the most or least persuasive? 

One other initial question: must a person be a celebrity to qualify for the right of publicity? The 

answer is that it depends on state law. Most states that recognize a right of publicity do not require 

that the plaintiff be a celebrity or have a commercially-valuable identity. See, e.g,. Onassis v. Christian 

Dior-New York, Inc., 472 N.Y.S.2d 254, 260 (Sup 1984) (“The principle to be distilled from a study of the 

statute and of the cases construing it is that all persons, of whatever station in life, from the relatively 

unknown to the world famous, are to be secured against rapacious commercial exploitation.”); Fraley v. 

Facebook, 830 F.Supp. 2d 785, 807-08 (N.D. Cal. 2011) (declining to endorse a heightened pleading 

standard for non-celebrities asserting a misappropriation cause of action under California Civil Code 

§ 3344); id. at 807 (“California courts have clearly held that ‘the statutory right of publicity exists for 

celebrity and non-celebrity plaintiffs alike.’” (citing KNB Enterprises v. Matthews, 78 Cal. App. 4th 362, 

373 n. 12 (2000)). For an example of a state statute that probably requires a showing that the 

plaintiff’s identity have some preexisting commercial value, see Utah Code § 45-3-1 et seq. See also Cox 

v. Hatch, 761 P.2d 556, 564 (Utah 1988) (“[T]he complaint fails because it must allege that the 

plaintiffs’ names or likenesses have some ‘intrinsic value’ that was used or appropriated for the 

defendants’ benefit.” (citations omitted)); id. at 566 (reasoning that “[f]or all practical purposes, the 

plaintiffs’ pictures were wholly fungible with those of any other persons” in plaintiffs’ position). 

New York and California law offer typical examples of the elements that the plaintiff must prove 

to prevail on a right of publicity cause of action. Under New York statutory law, “[t]he elements of a 

cause of action for violation of the statutory right to privacy are: (1) the use of a person’s name, 

portrait, picture or voice (2) within the State of New York (3) for advertising purposes or the purposes 

of trade, (4) without written consent.” Nussenzweig v. diCorcia, 38 A.D.3d 339, 346 n. 4 (2007). In 

California, 

[t]o state a common law cause of action for misappropriation, a plaintiff must plead 

sufficient facts to establish (1) the defendant's use of the plaintiff's identity; (2) the 

appropriation of plaintiff's name or likeness to defendant's advantage, commercially or 

otherwise; (3) lack of consent; and (4) resulting injury. To state a statutory cause of 

action under § 3344, a plaintiff must plead all the elements of the common law action and 

must also prove (5) a knowing use by the defendant, and (6) a direct connection between 

the alleged use and the commercial purpose. 

Fraley v. Facebook, Inc., 830 F. Supp. 2d 785, 803 (N.D. Cal. 2011) (quotations and citations omitted). 
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A. State Right of Publicity Statutory Provisions 

New York’s right of publicity statute is generally understood to be based on the individual’s right 

to privacy. Yet in 2020, New York added N.Y. Civil Rights Law § 50-f (effective May 29, 2021) that 

recognizes post-mortem rights of publicity for “deceased performers” and “deceased personalities.” 

The main provision of New York’s right of publicity law, N.Y. Civil Rights Law § 51, is excerpted below. 

California’s statute, parts of which are also excerpted below, is generally understood to conceive 

of the right of publicity as a property right, which is descendible for 70 years after the death of the 

individual. CAL. CIV. CODE. § 3344.1(g). Commentators routinely declare California’s right of publicity to 

be freely assignable, while the New York case law has not clearly established the assignability of the 

right in New York, but scholarship has suggested that the alienability of the right of publicity is 

considerably more complicated across the states. See Jennifer E. Rothman, The Inalienable Right of 

Publicity, 101 GEO. L.J. 185 (2012). 

(Note that N.Y. Civil Rights Law § 51 below appears as a single paragraph in the statute. Parts of 

its have been rendered in indents to make it human-readable.) 

 

N.Y. Civil Rights Law § 51. Action for injunction and for damages 

Any person whose name, portrait, picture or voice is used within this state for advertising 

purposes or for the purposes of trade without the written consent first obtained as above provided 

may maintain an equitable action in the supreme court of this state against the person, firm or 

corporation so using his name, portrait, picture or voice, to prevent and restrain the use thereof; and 

may also sue and recover damages for any injuries sustained by reason of such use and if the 

defendant shall have knowingly used such person’s name, portrait, picture or voice in such manner as 

is forbidden or declared to be unlawful by section fifty of this article, the jury, in its discretion, may 

award exemplary damages. 

− But nothing contained in this article shall be so construed as to prevent any person, firm or 

corporation from selling or otherwise transferring any material containing such name, 

portrait, picture or voice in whatever medium to any user of such name, portrait, picture or 

voice, or to any third party for sale or transfer directly or indirectly to such a user, for use in a 

manner lawful under this article; 

− nothing contained in this article shall be so construed as to prevent any person, firm or 

corporation, practicing the profession of photography, from exhibiting in or about his or its 

establishment specimens of the work of such establishment, unless the same is continued by 

such person, firm or corporation after written notice objecting thereto has been given by the 

person portrayed; 

− and nothing contained in this article shall be so construed as to prevent any person, firm or 

corporation from using the name, portrait, picture or voice of any manufacturer or dealer in 

connection with the goods, wares and merchandise manufactured, produced or dealt in by 

him which he has sold or disposed of with such name, portrait, picture or voice used in 

connection therewith; or from using the name, portrait, picture or voice of any author, 

composer or artist in connection with his literary, musical or artistic productions which he 

has sold or disposed of with such name, portrait, picture or voice used in connection 

therewith. 

− Nothing contained in this section shall be construed to prohibit the copyright owner of a 

sound recording from disposing of, dealing in, licensing or selling that sound recording to any 

party, if the right to dispose of, deal in, license or sell such sound recording has been 

conferred by contract or other written document by such living person or the holder of such 
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right. Nothing contained in the foregoing sentence shall be deemed to abrogate or otherwise 

limit any rights or remedies otherwise conferred by federal law or state law. 

 

California Civil Code §§ 3344 & 3344.1.  

§ 3344. Use of another’s name, voice, signature, photograph, or likeness for advertising or selling 

or soliciting purposes 

(a) Any person who knowingly uses another’s name, voice, signature, photograph, or likeness, in 

any manner, on or in products, merchandise, or goods, or for purposes of advertising or selling, or 

soliciting purchases of, products, merchandise, goods or services, without such person’s prior consent, 

or, in the case of a minor, the prior consent of his parent or legal guardian, shall be liable for any 

damages sustained by the person or persons injured as a result thereof. In addition, in any action 

brought under this section, the person who violated the section shall be liable to the injured party or 

parties in an amount equal to the greater of seven hundred fifty dollars ($750) or the actual damages 

suffered by him or her as a result of the unauthorized use, and any profits from the unauthorized use 

that are attributable to the use and are not taken into account in computing the actual damages. In 

establishing such profits, the injured party or parties are required to present proof only of the gross 

revenue attributable to such use, and the person who violated this section is required to prove his or 

her deductible expenses. Punitive damages may also be awarded to the injured party or parties. The 

prevailing party in any action under this section shall also be entitled to attorney’s fees and costs. 

(b) As used in this section, “photograph” means any photograph or photographic reproduction, 

still or moving, or any videotape or live television transmission, of any person, such that the person is 

readily identifiable. 

(1) A person shall be deemed to be readily identifiable from a photograph when one who views 

the photograph with the naked eye can reasonably determine that the person depicted in the 

photograph is the same person who is complaining of its unauthorized use. 

(2) If the photograph includes more than one person so identifiable, then the person or persons 

complaining of the use shall be represented as individuals rather than solely as members of a definable 

group represented in the photograph. A definable group includes, but is not limited to, the following 

examples: a crowd at any sporting event, a crowd in any street or public building, the audience at any 

theatrical or stage production, a glee club, or a baseball team. 

(3) A person or persons shall be considered to be represented as members of a definable group if 

they are represented in the photograph solely as a result of being present at the time the photograph 

was taken and have not been singled out as individuals in any manner. 

(c) Where a photograph or likeness of an employee of the person using the photograph or 

likeness appearing in the advertisement or other publication prepared by or in behalf of the user is 

only incidental, and not essential, to the purpose of the publication in which it appears, there shall 

arise a rebuttable presumption affecting the burden of producing evidence that the failure to obtain 

the consent of the employee was not a knowing use of the employee’s photograph or likeness. 

(d) For purposes of this section, a use of a name, voice, signature, photograph, or likeness in 

connection with any news, public affairs, or sports broadcast or account, or any political campaign, 

shall not constitute a use for which consent is required under subdivision (a). 

(e) The use of a name, voice, signature, photograph, or likeness in a commercial medium shall not 

constitute a use for which consent is required under subdivision (a) solely because the material 

containing such use is commercially sponsored or contains paid advertising. Rather it shall be a 

question of fact whether or not the use of the person’s name, voice, signature, photograph, or likeness 

was so directly connected with the commercial sponsorship or with the paid advertising as to 

constitute a use for which consent is required under subdivision (a). 
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(f) Nothing in this section shall apply to the owners or employees of any medium used for 

advertising, including, but not limited to, newspapers, magazines, radio and television networks and 

stations, cable television systems, billboards, and transit ads, by whom any advertisement or 

solicitation in violation of this section is published or disseminated, unless it is established that such 

owners or employees had knowledge of the unauthorized use of the person’s name, voice, signature, 

photograph, or likeness as prohibited by this section. 

(g) The remedies provided for in this section are cumulative and shall be in addition to any others 

provided for by law. 

§ 3344.1. Deceased personality’s name, voice, signature, photograph, or likeness; unauthorized 

use; damages and profits from use; protected uses; persons entitled to exercise rights; successors in 

interest or licensees; registration of claim 

 . . . . 

(a)(2) For purposes of this subdivision, a play, book, magazine, newspaper, musical composition, 

audiovisual work, radio or television program, single and original work of art, work of political or 

newsworthy value, or an advertisement or commercial announcement for any of these works, shall not 

be considered a product, article of merchandise, good, or service if it is fictional or nonfictional 

entertainment, or a dramatic, literary, or musical work. 

 . . . . 

(j) For purposes of this section, the use of a name, voice, signature, photograph, or likeness in 

connection with any news, public affairs, or sports broadcast or account, or any political campaign, 

shall not constitute a use for which consent is required under subdivision (a). 

B. Right of Publicity Case Law 

Provided below are opinions from two significant right of publicity cases. The first, older case is 

White v. Samsung Electronics America, Inc., 971 F.2d 1395 (9th Cir. 1992), which addressed television 

hostess Vanna White’s claims that a series of Samsung advertisements featuring a robot likeness of her 

violated her intellectual property rights. Excerpted below is the Ninth Circuit’s majority opinion in the 

case and Judge Kozinski’s dissent from a denial of en banc review of that majority opinion. The second 

case, In re NCAA Student–Athlete Name & Likeness Licensing Litigation, 724 F.3d 1268 (9th Cir. 2013) 

(Bybee, J.), is of much more recent vintage and was issued on the same day as Brown v. Electronic Arts, 

724 F.3d 1235 (9th Cir. 2013) (Bybee, J.). In Brown, the Ninth Circuit rejected retired football player 

Jim Brown’s Lanham Act § 43(a) claim against a video game producer who used his likeness in a video 

game. By contrast, In re NCAA Student-Athlete Name & Likeness Licensing (sometimes known as the 

“Keller case”), the court addressed a California Civil Code § 3344 claim against the video game 

producer brought by a one-time college football player. As you will see, the California right of publicity 

claim was more successful than Jim Brown’s Lanham Act § 43(a) claim. 

As you read through the White v. Samsung opinions, consider the following questions: 

• If you are persuaded by the simple false endorsement justification for right of publicity 

protection, then does White v. Samsung support that justification?  Does Samsung’s homage to 

Vanna White constitute false endorsement?  How might a court properly determine the 

answer to this latter question? 

• In Midler v. Ford Motor Co., 849 F.2d 460 (9th Cir. 1988) and Waits v. Frito-Lay, Inc., 978 F.2d 

1093 (9th Cir. 1992), the defendants employed impersonators to mimic the singing styles of 

Bette Midler and Tom Waits, respectively, both of whom adamantly refuse to allow their art 

to be used to sell goods and services. Defendants were found liable under Lanham Act § 43(a) 

in both cases. If you are persuaded by Judge Kozinski’s dissent, then how would you rule in 

Midler and Waits? 
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White v. Samsung Electronics America, Inc. 

971 F.2d 1395 (9th Cir. 1992) 

GOODWIN, Senior Circuit Judge: 

[1] This case involves a promotional “fame and fortune” dispute. In running a particular 

advertisement without Vanna White’s permission, defendants Samsung Electronics America, Inc. 

(Samsung) and David Deutsch Associates, Inc. (Deutsch) attempted to capitalize on White’s fame to 

enhance their fortune. White sued, alleging infringement of various intellectual property rights, but the 

district court granted summary judgment in favor of the defendants. We affirm in part, reverse in part, 

and remand. 

[2] Plaintiff Vanna White is the hostess of “Wheel of Fortune,” one of the most popular game 

shows in television history. An estimated forty million people watch the program daily. Capitalizing on 

the fame which her participation in the show has bestowed on her, White markets her identity to 

various advertisers. 

[3] The dispute in this case arose out of a series of advertisements prepared for Samsung by 

Deutsch. The series ran in at least half a dozen publications with widespread, and in some cases 

national, circulation. Each of the advertisements in the series followed the same theme. Each depicted 
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a current item from popular culture and a Samsung electronic product. Each was set in the twenty-first 

century and conveyed the message that the Samsung product would still be in use by that time. By 

hypothesizing outrageous future outcomes for the cultural items, the ads created humorous effects. 

For example, one lampooned current popular notions of an unhealthy diet by depicting a raw steak 

with the caption: “Revealed to be health food. 2010 A.D.” Another depicted irreverent “news”-show 

host Morton Downey Jr. in front of an American flag with the caption: “Presidential candidate. 2008 

A.D.” 

[4] The advertisement which prompted the current dispute was for Samsung video-cassette 

recorders (VCRs). The ad depicted a robot, dressed in a wig, gown, and jewelry which Deutsch 

consciously selected to resemble White’s hair and dress. The robot was posed next to a game board 

which is instantly recognizable as the Wheel of Fortune game show set, in a stance for which White is 

famous. The caption of the ad read: “Longest-running game show. 2012 A.D.” Defendants referred to 

the ad as the “Vanna White” ad. Unlike the other celebrities used in the campaign, White neither 

consented to the ads nor was she paid. 

[5] Following the circulation of the robot ad, White sued Samsung and Deutsch in federal district 

court under: (1) California Civil Code § 3344; (2) the California common law right of publicity; and (3) 

§ 43(a) of the Lanham Act, 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a). The district court granted summary judgment against 

White on each of her claims. White now appeals. 

I. Section 3344 

[6] White first argues that the district court erred in rejecting her claim under section 3344. 

Section 3344(a) provides, in pertinent part, that “[a]ny person who knowingly uses another’s name, 

voice, signature, photograph, or likeness, in any manner, . . . for purposes of advertising or selling, . . . 

without such person’s prior consent . . . shall be liable for any damages sustained by the person or 

persons injured as a result thereof.” 

[7] White argues that the Samsung advertisement used her “likeness” in contravention of section 

3344. In Midler v. Ford Motor Co., 849 F.2d 460 (9th Cir. 1988), this court rejected Bette Midler’s 

section 3344 claim concerning a Ford television commercial in which a Midler “sound-alike” sang a 

song which Midler had made famous. In rejecting Midler’s claim, this court noted that “[t]he 

defendants did not use Midler’s name or anything else whose use is prohibited by the statute. The 

voice they used was [another person’s], not hers. The term ‘likeness’ refers to a visual image not a 

vocal imitation.” Id. at 463. 

[8] In this case, Samsung and Deutsch used a robot with mechanical features, and not, for 

example, a manikin molded to White’s precise features. Without deciding for all purposes when a 

caricature or impressionistic resemblance might become a “likeness,” we agree with the district court 

that the robot at issue here was not White’s “likeness” within the meaning of section 3344. 

Accordingly, we affirm the court’s dismissal of White’s section 3344 claim. 

II. Right of Publicity 

[9] White next argues that the district court erred in granting summary judgment to defendants 

on White’s common law right of publicity claim. In Eastwood v. Superior Court, 149 Cal.App.3d 409, 198 

Cal.Rptr. 342 (1983), the California court of appeal stated that the common law right of publicity cause 

of action “may be pleaded by alleging (1) the defendant’s use of the plaintiff’s identity; (2) the 

appropriation of plaintiff’s name or likeness to defendant’s advantage, commercially or otherwise; (3) 

lack of consent; and (4) resulting injury.” Id. at 417, 198 Cal.Rptr. 342 (citing Prosser, Law of Torts (4th 

ed. 1971) § 117, pp. 804–807). The district court dismissed White’s claim for failure to satisfy 

Eastwood’s second prong, reasoning that defendants had not appropriated White’s “name or likeness” 

with their robot ad. We agree that the robot ad did not make use of White’s name or likeness. However, 

the common law right of publicity is not so confined. 
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[10] The Eastwood court did not hold that the right of publicity cause of action could be pleaded 

only by alleging an appropriation of name or likeness. Eastwood involved an unauthorized use of 

photographs of Clint Eastwood and of his name. Accordingly, the Eastwood court had no occasion to 

consider the extent beyond the use of name or likeness to which the right of publicity reaches. That 

court held only that the right of publicity cause of action “may be” pleaded by alleging, inter alia, 

appropriation of name or likeness, not that the action may be pleaded only in those terms. 

[11] The “name or likeness” formulation referred to in Eastwood originated not as an element of 

the right of publicity cause of action, but as a description of the types of cases in which the cause of 

action had been recognized. The source of this formulation is Prosser, Privacy, 48 Cal.L.Rev. 383, 401–

07 (1960), one of the earliest and most enduring articulations of the common law right of publicity 

cause of action. In looking at the case law to that point, Prosser recognized that right of publicity cases 

involved one of two basic factual scenarios: name appropriation, and picture or other likeness 

appropriation. Id. at 401–02, nn. 156–57. 

[12] Even though Prosser focused on appropriations of name or likeness in discussing the right of 

publicity, he noted that “[i]t is not impossible that there might be appropriation of the plaintiff’s 

identity, as by impersonation, without the use of either his name or his likeness, and that this would be 

an invasion of his right of privacy.” Id. at 401, n. 155.1 At the time Prosser wrote, he noted however, 

that “[n]o such case appears to have arisen.” Id. 

[13] Since Prosser’s early formulation, the case law has borne out his insight that the right of 

publicity is not limited to the appropriation of name or likeness. In Motschenbacher v. R.J. Reynolds 

Tobacco Co., 498 F.2d 821 (9th Cir. 1974), the defendant had used a photograph of the plaintiff’s race 

car in a television commercial. Although the plaintiff appeared driving the car in the photograph, his 

features were not visible. Even though the defendant had not appropriated the plaintiff’s name or 

likeness, this court held that plaintiff’s California right of publicity claim should reach the jury. 

[14] In Midler, this court held that, even though the defendants had not used Midler’s name or 

likeness, Midler had stated a claim for violation of her California common law right of publicity because 

“the defendants . . . for their own profit in selling their product did appropriate part of her identity” by 

using a Midler sound-alike. Id. at 463–64. 

[15] In Carson v. Here’s Johnny Portable Toilets, Inc., 698 F.2d 831 (6th Cir. 1983), the defendant 

had marketed portable toilets under the brand name “Here’s Johnny”—Johnny Carson’s signature 

“Tonight Show” introduction—without Carson’s permission. The district court had dismissed Carson’s 

Michigan common law right of publicity claim because the defendants had not used Carson’s “name or 

likeness.” Id. at 835. In reversing the district court, the sixth circuit found “the district court’s 

conception of the right of publicity . . . too narrow” and held that the right was implicated because the 

defendant had appropriated Carson’s identity by using, inter alia, the phrase “Here’s Johnny.” Id. at 

835–37. 

[16] These cases teach not only that the common law right of publicity reaches means of 

appropriation other than name or likeness, but that the specific means of appropriation are relevant 

only for determining whether the defendant has in fact appropriated the plaintiff’s identity. The right 

of publicity does not require that appropriations of identity be accomplished through particular means 

to be actionable. It is noteworthy that the Midler and Carson defendants not only avoided using the 

plaintiff’s name or likeness, but they also avoided appropriating the celebrity’s voice, signature, and 

photograph. The photograph in Motschenbacher did include the plaintiff, but because the plaintiff was 

 

1 Under Professor Prosser’s scheme, the right of publicity is the last of the four categories of the 

right to privacy. Prosser, 48 Cal.L.Rev. at 389. 
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not visible the driver could have been an actor or dummy and the analysis in the case would have been 

the same. 

[17] Although the defendants in these cases avoided the most obvious means of appropriating the 

plaintiffs’ identities, each of their actions directly implicated the commercial interests which the right 

of publicity is designed to protect. As the Carson court explained: 

[t]he right of publicity has developed to protect the commercial interest of celebrities in 

their identities. The theory of the right is that a celebrity’s identity can be valuable in the 

promotion of products, and the celebrity has an interest that may be protected from the 

unauthorized commercial exploitation of that identity . . . . If the celebrity’s identity is 

commercially exploited, there has been an invasion of his right whether or not his “name 

or likeness” is used. 

Carson, 698 F.2d at 835. It is not important how the defendant has appropriated the plaintiff’s identity, 

but whether the defendant has done so. Motschenbacher, Midler, and Carson teach the impossibility of 

treating the right of publicity as guarding only against a laundry list of specific means of appropriating 

identity. A rule which says that the right of publicity can be infringed only through the use of nine 

different methods of appropriating identity merely challenges the clever advertising strategist to come 

up with the tenth. 

[18] Indeed, if we treated the means of appropriation as dispositive in our analysis of the right of 

publicity, we would not only weaken the right but effectively eviscerate it. The right would fail to 

protect those plaintiffs most in need of its protection. Advertisers use celebrities to promote their 

products. The more popular the celebrity, the greater the number of people who recognize her, and the 

greater the visibility for the product. The identities of the most popular celebrities are not only the 

most attractive for advertisers, but also the easiest to evoke without resorting to obvious means such 

as name, likeness, or voice. 

[19] Consider a hypothetical advertisement which depicts a mechanical robot with male features, 

an African–American complexion, and a bald head. The robot is wearing black hightop Air Jordan 

basketball sneakers, and a red basketball uniform with black trim, baggy shorts, and the number 23 

(though not revealing “Bulls” or “Jordan” lettering). The ad depicts the robot dunking a basketball one-

handed, stiff-armed, legs extended like open scissors, and tongue hanging out. Now envision that this 

ad is run on television during professional basketball games. Considered individually, the robot’s 

physical attributes, its dress, and its stance tell us little. Taken together, they lead to the only 

conclusion that any sports viewer who has registered a discernible pulse in the past five years would 

reach: the ad is about Michael Jordan. 

[20] Viewed separately, the individual aspects of the advertisement in the present case say little. 

Viewed together, they leave little doubt about the celebrity the ad is meant to depict. The female-

shaped robot is wearing a long gown, blond wig, and large jewelry. Vanna White dresses exactly like 

this at times, but so do many other women. The robot is in the process of turning a block letter on a 

game-board. Vanna White dresses like this while turning letters on a game-board but perhaps similarly 

attired Scrabble-playing women do this as well. The robot is standing on what looks to be the Wheel of 

Fortune game show set. Vanna White dresses like this, turns letters, and does this on the Wheel of 

Fortune game show. She is the only one. Indeed, defendants themselves referred to their ad as the 

“Vanna White” ad. We are not surprised. 

[21] Television and other media create marketable celebrity identity value. Considerable energy 

and ingenuity are expended by those who have achieved celebrity value to exploit it for profit. The law 

protects the celebrity’s sole right to exploit this value whether the celebrity has achieved her fame out 

of rare ability, dumb luck, or a combination thereof. We decline Samsung and Deutch’s invitation to 

permit the evisceration of the common law right of publicity through means as facile as those in this 

case. Because White has alleged facts showing that Samsung and Deutsch had appropriated her 
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identity, the district court erred by rejecting, on summary judgment, White’s common law right of 

publicity claim. 

III. The Lanham Act 

[22] White’s final argument is that the district court erred in denying her claim under § 43(a) of 

the Lanham Act, 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a). The version of section 43(a) applicable to this case2 provides, in 

pertinent part, that “[a]ny person who shall . . . use, in connection with any goods or services . . . any 

false description or representation . . . shall be liable to a civil action . . . by any person who believes 

that he is or is likely to be damaged by the use of any such false description or designation.” 15 U.S.C. 

§ 1125(a). 

[23] To prevail on her Lanham Act claim, White is required to show that in running the robot ad, 

Samsung and Deutsch created a likelihood of confusion, Academy of Motion Picture Arts v. Creative 

House, 944 F.2d 1446, 1454 (9th Cir. 1991); Toho Co. Ltd. v. Sears Roebuck & Co., 645 F.2d 788, 790 (9th 

Cir. 1981) New West Corp. v. NYM Co. of California, 595 F.2d 1194, 1201 (9th Cir. 1979), over whether 

White was endorsing Samsung’s VCRs. HMH Publishing Co. v. Brincat, 504 F.2d 713 (9th Cir. 1974); 

Allen v. National Video, Inc., 610 F.Supp. 612 (D.C.N.Y.1985). 

[24] This circuit recognizes several different multi-factor tests for determining whether a 

likelihood of confusion exists. See Academy, 944 F.2d at 1454, n. 3. None of these tests is correct to the 

exclusion of the others. Eclipse Associates Ltd. v. Data General Corp., 894 F.2d 1114, 1118 (9th Cir. 

1990). Normally, in reviewing the district court’s decision, this court will look to the particular test that 

the district court used. Academy, 944 F.2d at 1454, n. 3; Eclipse, 894 F.2d at 1117–1118. However, 

because the district court in this case apparently did not use any of the multi-factor tests in making its 

likelihood of confusion determination, and because this case involves an appeal from summary 

judgment and we review de novo the district court’s determination, we will look for guidance to the 8–

factor test enunciated in AMF, Inc. v. Sleekcraft Boats, 599 F.2d 341 (9th Cir. 1979). According to AMF, 

factors relevant to a likelihood of confusion include: 

(1) strength of the plaintiff’s mark; 

(2) relatedness of the goods; 

(3) similarity of the marks; 

(4) evidence of actual confusion; 

(5) marketing channels used; 

(6) likely degree of purchaser care; 

(7) defendant’s intent in selecting the mark; 

(8) likelihood of expansion of the product lines. 

599 F.2d at 348–49. We turn now to consider White’s claim in light of each factor. 

[25] In cases involving confusion over endorsement by a celebrity plaintiff, “mark” means the 

celebrity’s persona. See Allen, 610 F.Supp. at 627. The “strength” of the mark refers to the level of 

recognition the celebrity enjoys among members of society. See Academy, 944 F.2d at 1455. If Vanna 

White is unknown to the segment of the public at whom Samsung’s robot ad was directed, then that 

segment could not be confused as to whether she was endorsing Samsung VCRs. Conversely, if White is 

well-known, this would allow the possibility of a likelihood of confusion. For the purposes of the 

Sleekcraft test, White’s “mark,” or celebrity identity, is strong. 

 

2 The statute was amended after White filed her complaint. The amendments would not have 

altered the analysis in this case however. 
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[26] In cases concerning confusion over celebrity endorsement, the plaintiff’s “goods” concern the 

reasons for or source of the plaintiff’s fame. Because White’s fame is based on her televised 

performances, her “goods” are closely related to Samsung’s VCRs. Indeed, the ad itself reinforced the 

relationship by informing its readers that they would be taping the “longest-running game show” on 

Samsung’s VCRs well into the future. 

[27] The third factor, “similarity of the marks,” both supports and contradicts a finding of 

likelihood of confusion. On the one hand, all of the aspects of the robot ad identify White; on the other, 

the figure is quite clearly a robot, not a human. This ambiguity means that we must look to the other 

factors for resolution. 

[28] The fourth factor does not favor White’s claim because she has presented no evidence of 

actual confusion. 

[29] Fifth, however, White has appeared in the same stance as the robot from the ad in numerous 

magazines, including the covers of some. Magazines were used as the marketing channels for the robot 

ad. This factor cuts toward a likelihood of confusion. 

[30] Sixth, consumers are not likely to be particularly careful in determining who endorses VCRs, 

making confusion as to their endorsement more likely. 

[31] Concerning the seventh factor, “defendant’s intent,” the district court found that, in running 

the robot ad, the defendants had intended a spoof of the “Wheel of Fortune.” The relevant question is 

whether the defendants “intended to profit by confusing consumers” concerning the endorsement of 

Samsung VCRs. Toho, 645 F.2d 788. We do not disagree that defendants intended to spoof Vanna White 

and “Wheel of Fortune.” That does not preclude, however, the possibility that defendants also intended 

to confuse consumers regarding endorsement. The robot ad was one of a series of ads run by 

defendants which followed the same theme. Another ad in the series depicted Morton Downey Jr. as a 

presidential candidate in the year 2008. Doubtless, defendants intended to spoof presidential elections 

and Mr. Downey through this ad. Consumers, however, would likely believe, and would be correct in so 

believing, that Mr. Downey was paid for his permission and was endorsing Samsung products. Looking 

at the series of advertisements as a whole, a jury could reasonably conclude that beneath the surface 

humor of the series lay an intent to persuade consumers that celebrity Vanna White, like celebrity 

Downey, was endorsing Samsung products. 

[32] Finally, the eighth factor, “likelihood of expansion of the product lines,” does not appear 

apposite to a celebrity endorsement case such as this. 

[33] Application of the Sleekcraft factors to this case indicates that the district court erred in 

rejecting White’s Lanham Act claim at the summary judgment stage. In so concluding, we emphasize 

two facts, however. First, construing the motion papers in White’s favor, as we must, we hold only that 

White has raised a genuine issue of material fact concerning a likelihood of confusion as to her 

endorsement. Cohen v. Paramount Pictures Corp., 845 F.2d 851, 852–53 (9th Cir. 1988). Whether 

White’s Lanham Act claim should succeed is a matter for the jury. Second, we stress that we reach this 

conclusion in light of the peculiar facts of this case. In particular, we note that the robot ad identifies 

White and was part of a series of ads in which other celebrities participated and were paid for their 

endorsement of Samsung’s products. 

IV. The Parody Defense 

[34] In defense, defendants cite a number of cases for the proposition that their robot ad 

constituted protected speech. The only cases they cite which are even remotely relevant to this case 

are Hustler Magazine v. Falwell, 485 U.S. 46, 108 S.Ct. 876, 99 L.Ed.2d 41 (1988) and L.L. Bean, Inc. v. 

Drake Publishers, Inc., 811 F.2d 26 (1st Cir. 1987). Those cases involved parodies of advertisements run 

for the purpose of poking fun at Jerry Falwell and L.L. Bean, respectively. This case involves a true 

advertisement run for the purpose of selling Samsung VCRs. The ad’s spoof of Vanna White and Wheel 

of Fortune is subservient and only tangentially related to the ad’s primary message: “buy Samsung 
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VCRs.” Defendants’ parody arguments are better addressed to non-commercial parodies.3 The 

difference between a “parody” and a “knock-off” is the difference between fun and profit. 

V. Conclusion 

[35] In remanding this case, we hold only that White has pleaded claims which can go to the jury 

for its decision. 

AFFIRMED IN PART, REVERSED IN PART, and REMANDED. 

{Judge Alarcon’s dissent is not included.} 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

3 In warning of a first amendment chill to expressive conduct, the dissent reads this decision too 

broadly. See Dissent at 1407. This case concerns only the market which exists in our society for the 

exploitation of celebrity to sell products, and an attempt to take a free ride on a celebrity’s celebrity 

value. Commercial advertising which relies on celebrity fame is different from other forms of 

expressive activity in two crucial ways. 

First, for celebrity exploitation advertising to be effective, the advertisement must evoke the 

celebrity’s identity. The more effective the evocation, the better the advertisement. If, as Samsung 

claims, its ad was based on a “generic” game-show hostess and not on Vanna White, the ad would not 

have violated anyone’s right of publicity, but it would also not have been as humorous or as effective. 

Second, even if some forms of expressive activity, such as parody, do rely on identity evocation, 

the first amendment hurdle will bar most right of publicity actions against those activities. Cf. Falwell, 

485 U.S. at 46. In the case of commercial advertising, however, the first amendment hurdle is not so 

high. Central Hudson Gas & Electric Corp. v. Public Service Comm’n of New York, 447 U.S. 557, 566 

(1980). Realizing this, Samsung attempts to elevate its ad above the status of garden-variety 

commercial speech by pointing to the ad’s parody of Vanna White. Samsung’s argument is unavailing. 

See Board of Trustees, State Univ. of N.Y. v. Fox, 492 U.S. 469, 474–75 (1988); Bolger v. Youngs Drug 

Products Corp., 463 U.S. 60, 67–68, (1983). Unless the first amendment bars all right of publicity 

actions—and it does not, see Zachini v. Scripps–Howard Broadcasting Co., 433 U.S. 562 (1977)—then it 

does not bar this case. 
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White v. Samsung Electronics America, Inc. 

989 F.2d 1512 (9th Cir. 1993) 

Before GOODWIN, PREGERSON and ALARCON, Circuit Judges. 

[1] The panel has voted unanimously to deny the petition for rehearing. Circuit Judge Pregerson 

has voted to reject the suggestion for rehearing en banc, and Circuit Judge Goodwin so recommends. 

Circuit Judge Alarcon has voted to accept the suggestion for rehearing en banc. 

[2] The full court has been advised of the suggestion for rehearing en banc. An active judge 

requested a vote on whether to rehear the matter en banc. The matter failed to receive a majority of 

the votes of the nonrecused active judges in favor of en banc consideration. Fed.R.App.P. 35. 

[3] The petition for rehearing is DENIED and the suggestion for rehearing en banc is REJECTED. 

 

KOZINSKI, Circuit Judge, with whom Circuit Judges O’SCANNLAIN and KLEINFELD join, dissenting 

from the order rejecting the suggestion for rehearing en banc. 

I 

[4] Saddam Hussein wants to keep advertisers from using his picture in unflattering contexts.1 

Clint Eastwood doesn’t want tabloids to write about him.2 Rudolf Valentino’s heirs want to control his 

film biography.3 The Girl Scouts don’t want their image soiled by association with certain activities.4 

 

1 See Eben Shapiro, Rising Caution on Using Celebrity Images, N.Y. Times, Nov. 4, 1992, at D20 

(Iraqi diplomat objects on right of publicity grounds to ad containing Hussein’s picture and caption 

“History has shown what happens when one source controls all the information”). 

2 Eastwood v. Superior Court, 149 Cal.App.3d 409, 198 Cal.Rptr. 342 (1983). 

3 Guglielmi v. Spelling-Goldberg Prods., 25 Cal.3d 860, 160 Cal.Rptr. 352, 603 P.2d 454 (1979) 

(Rudolph Valentino); see also Maheu v. CBS, Inc., 201 Cal.App.3d 662, 668, 247 Cal.Rptr. 304 (1988) 

(aide to Howard Hughes). Cf. Frank Gannon, Vanna Karenina, in Vanna Karenina and Other Reflections 

(1988) (A humorous short story with a tragic ending. “She thought of the first day she had met 
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George Lucas wants to keep Strategic Defense Initiative fans from calling it “Star Wars.”5 Pepsico 

doesn’t want singers to use the word “Pepsi” in their songs.6 Guy Lombardo wants an exclusive 

property right to ads that show big bands playing on New Year’s Eve.7 Uri Geller thinks he should be 

paid for ads showing psychics bending metal through telekinesis.8 Paul Prudhomme, that household 

 

VR__SKY. How foolish she had been. How could she love a man who wouldn’t even tell her all the 

letters in his name?”). 

4 Girl Scouts v. Personality Posters Mfg., 304 F.Supp. 1228 (S.D.N.Y.1969) (poster of a pregnant girl 

in a Girl Scout uniform with the caption “Be Prepared”). 

5 Lucasfilm Ltd. v. High Frontier, 622 F.Supp. 931 (D.D.C.1985). 

6 Pepsico Inc. claimed the lyrics and packaging of grunge rocker Tad Doyle’s “Jack Pepsi” song 

were “offensive to [it] and [. . .] likely to offend [its] customers,” in part because they “associate 

[Pepsico] and its Pepsi marks with intoxication and drunk driving.” Deborah Russell, Doyle Leaves Pepsi 

Thirsty for Compensation, Billboard, June 15, 1991, at 43. Conversely, the Hell’s Angels recently sued 

Marvel Comics to keep it from publishing a comic book called “Hell’s Angel,” starring a character of the 

same name. Marvel settled by paying $35,000 to charity and promising never to use the name “Hell’s 

Angel” again in connection with any of its publications. Marvel, Hell’s Angels Settle Trademark Suit, L.A. 

Daily J., Feb. 2, 1993, § II, at 1. 

Trademarks are often reflected in the mirror of our popular culture. See Truman Capote, 

Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1958); Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., Breakfast of Champions (1973); Tom Wolfe, The 

Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (1968) (which, incidentally, includes a chapter on the Hell’s Angels); Larry 

Niven, Man of Steel, Woman of Kleenex, in All the Myriad Ways (1971); Looking for Mr. Goodbar (1977); 

The Coca-Cola Kid (1985) (using Coca-Cola as a metaphor for American commercialism); The Kentucky 

Fried Movie (1977); Harley Davidson and the Marlboro Man (1991); The Wonder Years (ABC 1988-

present) (“Wonder Years” was a slogan of Wonder Bread); Tim Rice & Andrew Lloyd Webber, Joseph 

and the Amazing Technicolor Dream Coat (musical). 

Hear Janis Joplin, Mercedes Benz, on Pearl (CBS 1971); Paul Simon, Kodachrome, on There Goes 

Rhymin’ Simon (Warner 1973); Leonard Cohen, Chelsea Hotel, on The Best of Leonard Cohen (CBS 

1975); Bruce Springsteen, Cadillac Ranch, on The River (CBS 1980); Prince, Little Red Corvette, on 1999 

(Warner 1982); dada, Dizz Knee Land, on Puzzle (IRS 1992) (“I just robbed a grocery store—I’m going 

to Disneyland / I just flipped off President George—I’m going to Disneyland”); Monty Python, Spam, on 

The Final Rip Off (Virgin 1988); Roy Clark, Thank God and Greyhound [You’re Gone], on Roy Clark’s 

Greatest Hits Volume I (MCA 1979); Mel Tillis, Coca-Cola Cowboy, on The Very Best of (MCA 1981) 

(“You’re just a Coca-Cola cowboy / You’ve got an Eastwood smile and Robert Redford hair . . .”). 

Dance to Talking Heads, Popular Favorites 1976-92: Sand in the Vaseline (Sire 1992); Talking 

Heads, Popsicle, on id. Admire Andy Warhol, Campbell’s Soup Can. Cf. REO Speedwagon, 38 Special, and 

Jello Biafra of the Dead Kennedys. 

The creators of some of these works might have gotten permission from the trademark owners, 

though it’s unlikely Kool-Aid relished being connected with LSD, Hershey with homicidal maniacs, 

Disney with armed robbers, or Coca-Cola with cultural imperialism. Certainly no free society can 

demand that artists get such permission. 

7 Lombardo v. Doyle, Dane & Bernbach, Inc., 58 A.D.2d 620, 396 N.Y.S.2d 661 (1977). 

8 Geller v. Fallon McElligott, No. 90-Civ-2839 (S.D.N.Y. July 22, 1991) (involving a Timex ad). 
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name, thinks the same about ads featuring corpulent bearded chefs.9 And scads of copyright holders 

see purple when their creations are made fun of.10 

[5] Something very dangerous is going on here. Private property, including intellectual property, 

is essential to our way of life. It provides an incentive for investment and innovation; it stimulates the 

flourishing of our culture; it protects the moral entitlements of people to the fruits of their labors. But 

reducing too much to private property can be bad medicine. Private land, for instance, is far more 

useful if separated from other private land by public streets, roads and highways. Public parks, utility 

rights-of-way and sewers reduce the amount of land in private hands, but vastly enhance the value of 

the property that remains. 

[6] So too it is with intellectual property. Overprotecting intellectual property is as harmful as 

underprotecting it. Creativity is impossible without a rich public domain. Nothing today, likely nothing 

since we tamed fire, is genuinely new: Culture, like science and technology, grows by accretion, each 

new creator building on the works of those who came before. Overprotection stifles the very creative 

forces it’s supposed to nurture.11  

[7] The panel’s opinion is a classic case of overprotection. Concerned about what it sees as a 

wrong done to Vanna White, the panel majority erects a property right of remarkable and dangerous 

breadth: Under the majority’s opinion, it’s now a tort for advertisers to remind the public of a celebrity. 

Not to use a celebrity’s name, voice, signature or likeness; not to imply the celebrity endorses a 

product; but simply to evoke the celebrity’s image in the public’s mind. This Orwellian notion 

withdraws far more from the public domain than prudence and common sense allow. It conflicts with 

the Copyright Act and the Copyright Clause. It raises serious First Amendment problems. It’s bad law, 

and it deserves a long, hard second look. 

II 

[8] Samsung ran an ad campaign promoting its consumer electronics. Each ad depicted a Samsung 

product and a humorous prediction: One showed a raw steak with the caption “Revealed to be health 

food. 2010 A.D.” Another showed Morton Downey, Jr. in front of an American flag with the caption 

“Presidential candidate. 2008 A.D.”12 The ads were meant to convey—humorously—that Samsung 

products would still be in use twenty years from now. 

[9] The ad that spawned this litigation starred a robot dressed in a wig, gown and jewelry 

reminiscent of Vanna White’s hair and dress; the robot was posed next to a Wheel-of-Fortune-like 

game board. See Appendix. The caption read “Longest-running game show. 2012 A.D.” The gag here, I 

take it, was that Samsung would still be around when White had been replaced by a robot. 

[10] Perhaps failing to see the humor, White sued, alleging Samsung infringed her right of 

publicity by “appropriating” her “identity.” Under California law, White has the exclusive right to use 

her name, likeness, signature and voice for commercial purposes. Cal.Civ.Code § 3344(a); Eastwood v. 

 

9 Prudhomme v. Procter & Gamble Co., 800 F.Supp. 390 (E.D.La.1992). 

10 E.g., Acuff-Rose Music, Inc. v. Campbell, 972 F.2d 1429 (6th Cir. 1992); Cliffs Notes v. Bantam 

Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc., 886 F.2d 490 (2d Cir. 1989); Fisher v. Dees, 794 F.2d 432 (9th 

Cir. 1986); MCA, Inc. v. Wilson, 677 F.2d 180 (2d Cir. 1981); Elsmere Music, Inc. v. NBC, 623 F.2d 252 

(2d Cir. 1980); Walt Disney Prods. v. The Air Pirates, 581 F.2d 751 (9th Cir. 1978); Berlin v. E.C. 

Publications, Inc., 329 F.2d 541 (2d Cir. 1964); Lowenfels v. Nathan, 2 F.Supp. 73 (S.D.N.Y.1932). 

11 See Wendy J. Gordon, A Property Right in Self Expression: Equality and Individualism in the 

Natural Law of Intellectual Property, 102 Yale L.J. 1533, 1556-57 (1993). 

12 I had never heard of Morton Downey, Jr., but I’m told he’s sort of like Rush Limbaugh, but not as 

shy. 
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Superior Court, 149 Cal.App.3d 409, 417, 198 Cal.Rptr. 342, 347 (1983). But Samsung didn’t use her 

name, voice or signature, and it certainly didn’t use her likeness. The ad just wouldn’t have been funny 

had it depicted White or someone who resembled her—the whole joke was that the game show 

host(ess) was a robot, not a real person. No one seeing the ad could have thought this was supposed to 

be White in 2012. 

[11] The district judge quite reasonably held that, because Samsung didn’t use White’s name, 

likeness, voice or signature, it didn’t violate her right of publicity. 971 F.2d at 1396-97. Not so, says the 

panel majority: The California right of publicity can’t possibly be limited to name and likeness. If it 

were, the majority reasons, a “clever advertising strategist” could avoid using White’s name or likeness 

but nevertheless remind people of her with impunity, “effectively eviscerat[ing]” her rights. To prevent 

this “evisceration,” the panel majority holds that the right of publicity must extend beyond name and 

likeness, to any “appropriation” of White’s “identity”—anything that “evoke[s]” her personality. Id. at 

1398-99. 

III 

[12] But what does “evisceration” mean in intellectual property law? Intellectual property rights 

aren’t like some constitutional rights, absolute guarantees protected against all kinds of interference, 

subtle as well as blatant.13 They cast no penumbras, emit no emanations: The very point of intellectual 

property laws is that they protect only against certain specific kinds of appropriation. I can’t publish 

unauthorized copies of, say, Presumed Innocent; I can’t make a movie out of it. But I’m perfectly free to 

write a book about an idealistic young prosecutor on trial for a crime he didn’t commit.14 So what if I 

got the idea from Presumed Innocent? So what if it reminds readers of the original? Have I “eviscerated” 

Scott Turow’s intellectual property rights? Certainly not. All creators draw in part on the work of those 

who came before, referring to it, building on it, poking fun at it; we call this creativity, not piracy.15 

[13] The majority isn’t, in fact, preventing the “evisceration” of Vanna White’s existing rights; it’s 

creating a new and much broader property right, a right unknown in California law.16 It’s replacing the 

 

13 Cf., e.g., Guinn v. United States, 238 U.S. 347, 364-65, 35 S.Ct. 926, 931, 59 L.Ed. 1340 (1915) 

(striking down grandfather clause that was a clear attempt to evade the Fifteenth Amendment). 

14 It would be called “Burden of Going Forward with the Evidence,” and the hero would ultimately 

be saved by his lawyer’s adept use of Fed.R.Evid. 301. 

15 In the words of Sir Isaac Newton, “[i]f I have seen further it is by standing on [the shoulders] of 

Giants.” Letter to Robert Hooke, Feb. 5, 1675/1676. 

Newton himself may have borrowed this phrase from Bernard of Chartres, who said something 

similar in the early twelfth century. Bernard in turn may have snatched it from Priscian, a sixth century 

grammarian. See Lotus Dev. Corp. v. Paperback Software Int’l, 740 F.Supp. 37, 77 n. 3 (D.Mass.1990). 

16 In fact, in the one California case raising the issue, the three state Supreme Court Justices who 

discussed this theory expressed serious doubts about it. Guglielmi v. Spelling-Goldberg Prods., 25 Cal.3d 

860, 864 n. 5, 160 Cal.Rptr. 352, 355 n. 5, 603 P.2d 454, 457 n. 5 (1979) (Bird, C.J., concurring) 

(expressing skepticism about finding a property right to a celebrity’s “personality” because it is 

“difficult to discern any easily applied definition for this amorphous term”). 

Neither have we previously interpreted California law to cover pure “identity.” Midler v. Ford 

Motor Co., 849 F.2d 460 (9th Cir. 1988), and Waits v. Frito-Lay, Inc., 978 F.2d 1093 (9th Cir. 1992), dealt 

with appropriation of a celebrity’s voice. See id. at 1100-01 (imitation of singing style, rather than 

voice, doesn’t violate the right of publicity). Motschenbacher v. R.J. Reynolds Tobacco Co., 498 F.2d 821 

(9th Cir. 1974), stressed that, though the plaintiff’s likeness wasn’t directly recognizable by itself, the 

surrounding circumstances would have made viewers think the likeness was the plaintiff’s. Id. at 827; 
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existing balance between the interests of the celebrity and those of the public by a different balance, 

one substantially more favorable to the celebrity. Instead of having an exclusive right in her name, 

likeness, signature or voice, every famous person now has an exclusive right to anything that reminds 

the viewer of her. After all, that’s all Samsung did: It used an inanimate object to remind people of 

White, to “evoke [her identity].” 971 F.2d at 1399.17 

[14] Consider how sweeping this new right is. What is it about the ad that makes people think of 

White? It’s not the robot’s wig, clothes or jewelry; there must be ten million blond women (many of 

them quasi-famous) who wear dresses and jewelry like White’s. It’s that the robot is posed near the 

“Wheel of Fortune” game board. Remove the game board from the ad, and no one would think of Vanna 

White. See Appendix. But once you include the game board, anybody standing beside it-a brunette 

woman, a man wearing women’s clothes, a monkey in a wig and gown-would evoke White’s image, 

precisely the way the robot did. It’s the “Wheel of Fortune” set, not the robot’s face or dress or jewelry 

that evokes White’s image. The panel is giving White an exclusive right not in what she looks like or 

who she is, but in what she does for a living.18 

[15] This is entirely the wrong place to strike the balance. Intellectual property rights aren’t free: 

They’re imposed at the expense of future creators and of the public at large. Where would we be if 

Charles Lindbergh had an exclusive right in the concept of a heroic solo aviator? If Arthur Conan Doyle 

had gotten a copyright in the idea of the detective story, or Albert Einstein had patented the theory of 

relativity? If every author and celebrity had been given the right to keep people from mocking them or 

 

see also Moore v. Regents of the Univ. of Cal., 51 Cal.3d 120, 138, 271 Cal.Rptr. 146, 157, 793 P.2d 479, 

490 (1990) (construing Motschenbacher as “hold [ing] that every person has a proprietary interest in 

his own likeness”). 

17 Some viewers might have inferred White was endorsing the product, but that’s a different story. 

The right of publicity isn’t aimed at or limited to false endorsements, Eastwood v. Superior Court, 149 

Cal.App.3d 409, 419-20, 198 Cal.Rptr. 342, 348 (1983); that’s what the Lanham Act is for. 

Note also that the majority’s rule applies even to advertisements that unintentionally remind 

people of someone. California law is crystal clear that the common-law right of publicity may be 

violated even by unintentional appropriations. Id. at 417 n. 6, 198 Cal.Rptr. at 346 n. 6; Fairfield v. 

American Photocopy Equipment Co., 138 Cal.App.2d 82, 87, 291 P.2d 194 (1955). 

18 Once the right of publicity is extended beyond specific physical characteristics, this will become 

a recurring problem: Outside name, likeness and voice, the things that most reliably remind the public 

of celebrities are the actions or roles they’re famous for. A commercial with an astronaut setting foot 

on the moon would evoke the image of Neil Armstrong. Any masked man on horseback would remind 

people (over a certain age) of Clayton Moore. And any number of songs—”My Way,” “Yellow 

Submarine,” “Like a Virgin,” “Beat It,” “Michael, Row the Boat Ashore,” to name only a few—instantly 

evoke an image of the person or group who made them famous, regardless of who is singing. 

See also Carlos V. Lozano, West Loses Lawsuit over Batman TV Commercial, L.A. Times, Jan. 18, 

1990, at B3 (Adam West sues over Batman-like character in commercial); Nurmi v. Peterson, 10 

U.S.P.Q.2d 1775, 1989 WL 407484 (C.D.Cal.1989) (1950s TV movie hostess “Vampira” sues 1980s TV 

hostess “Elvira”); text accompanying notes 7-8 (lawsuits brought by Guy Lombardo, claiming big bands 

playing at New Year’s Eve parties remind people of him, and by Uri Geller, claiming psychics who can 

bend metal remind people of him). Cf. Motschenbacher, where the claim was that viewers would think 

plaintiff was actually in the commercial, and not merely that the commercial reminded people of him. 
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their work? Surely this would have made the world poorer, not richer, culturally as well as 

economically.19 

[16] This is why intellectual property law is full of careful balances between what’s set aside for 

the owner and what’s left in the public domain for the rest of us: The relatively short life of patents; the 

longer, but finite, life of copyrights; copyright’s idea-expression dichotomy; the fair use doctrine; the 

prohibition on copyrighting facts; the compulsory license of television broadcasts and musical 

compositions; federal preemption of overbroad state intellectual property laws; the nominative use 

doctrine in trademark law; the right to make soundalike recordings.20 All of these diminish an 

intellectual property owner’s rights. All let the public use something created by someone else. But all 

are necessary to maintain a free environment in which creative genius can flourish. 

[17] The intellectual property right created by the panel here has none of these essential 

limitations: No fair use exception; no right to parody; no idea-expression dichotomy. It impoverishes 

the public domain, to the detriment of future creators and the public at large. Instead of well-defined, 

limited characteristics such as name, likeness or voice, advertisers will now have to cope with vague 

claims of “appropriation of identity,” claims often made by people with a wholly exaggerated sense of 

their own fame and significance. See pp. 1512-13 & notes 1-10 supra. Future Vanna Whites might not 

get the chance to create their personae, because their employers may fear some celebrity will claim the 

persona is too similar to her own.21 The public will be robbed of parodies of celebrities, and our culture 

will be deprived of the valuable safety valve that parody and mockery create. 

[18] Moreover, consider the moral dimension, about which the panel majority seems to have 

gotten so exercised. Saying Samsung “appropriated” something of White’s begs the question: Should 

White have the exclusive right to something as broad and amorphous as her “identity”? Samsung’s ad 

didn’t simply copy White’s schtick—like all parody, it created something new.22 True, Samsung did it to 

 

19 See generally Gordon, supra note 11; see also Michael Madow, Private Ownership of Public 

Image: Popular Culture and Publicity Rights, 81 Cal.L.Rev. 125, 201-03 (1993) (an excellent 

discussion). 

20 See 35 U.S.C. § 154 (duration of patent); 17 U.S.C. §§ 302-305 (duration of copyright); 17 U.S.C. 

§ 102(b) (idea-expression dichotomy); 17 U.S.C. § 107 (fair use); Feist Pubs., Inc. v. Rural Tel. Serv. Co., 

499 U.S. 340, ----, 111 S.Ct. 1282, 1288, 113 L.Ed.2d 358 (1991) (no copyrighting facts); 17 U.S.C. 

§§ 115, 119(b) (compulsory licenses); Bonito Boats, Inc. v. Thunder Craft Boats, Inc., 489 U.S. 141, 109 

S.Ct. 971, 103 L.Ed.2d 118 (1989) (federal preemption); New Kids on the Block v. News America 

Publishing, Inc., 971 F.2d 302, 306-308 (9th Cir. 1992) (nominative use); 17 U.S.C. § 114(b) 

(soundalikes); accord G.S. Rasmussen & Assocs. v. Kalitta Flying Serv., Inc., 958 F.2d 896, 900 n. 7 (9th 

Cir. 1992); Daniel A. Saunders, Comment, Copyright Law’s Broken Rear Window, 80 Cal.L.Rev. 179, 204-

05 (1992). But see Midler v. Ford Motor Co., 849 F.2d 460 (9th Cir. 1988). 

21 If Christian Slater, star of “Heathers,” “Pump up the Volume,” “Kuffs,” and “Untamed Heart”—

and alleged Jack Nicholson clone—appears in a commercial, can Nicholson sue? Of 54 stories on LEXIS 

that talk about Christian Slater, 26 talk about Slater’s alleged similarities to Nicholson. Apparently it’s 

his nasal wisecracks and killer smiles, St. Petersburg Times, Jan. 10, 1992, at 13, his eyebrows, Ottawa 

Citizen, Jan. 10, 1992, at E2, his sneers, Boston Globe, July 26, 1991, at 37, his menacing presence, USA 

Today, June 26, 1991, at 1D, and his sing-song voice, Gannett News Service, Aug. 27, 1990 (or, some 

say, his insinuating drawl, L.A. Times, Aug. 22, 1990, at F5). That’s a whole lot more than White and the 

robot had in common. 

22 Cf. New Kids on the Block v. News America Publishing, Inc., 971 F.2d 302, 307 n. 6 (9th Cir. 1992) 

(“Where the infringement is small in relation to the new work created, the fair user is profiting largely 

from his own creative efforts rather than free-riding on another’s work.”). 
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make money, but White does whatever she does to make money, too; the majority talks of “the 

difference between fun and profit,” 971 F.2d at 1401, but in the entertainment industry fun is profit. 

Why is Vanna White’s right to exclusive for-profit use of her persona—a persona that might not even 

be her own creation, but that of a writer, director or producer—superior to Samsung’s right to profit 

by creating its own inventions? Why should she have such absolute rights to control the conduct of 

others, unlimited by the idea-expression dichotomy or by the fair use doctrine? 

[19] To paraphrase only slightly Feist Publications, Inc. v. Rural Telephone Service Co., 499 U.S. 340 

(1991), it may seem unfair that much of the fruit of a creator’s labor may be used by others without 

compensation. But this is not some unforeseen byproduct of our intellectual property system; it is the 

system’s very essence. Intellectual property law assures authors the right to their original expression, 

but encourages others to build freely on the ideas that underlie it. This result is neither unfair nor 

unfortunate: It is the means by which intellectual property law advances the progress of science and 

art. We give authors certain exclusive rights, but in exchange we get a richer public domain. The 

majority ignores this wise teaching, and all of us are the poorer for it.23 

IV 

[20] The panel, however, does more than misinterpret California law: By refusing to recognize a 

parody exception to the right of publicity, the panel directly contradicts the federal Copyright Act. 

Samsung didn’t merely parody Vanna White. It parodied Vanna White appearing in “Wheel of Fortune,” 

a copyrighted television show, and parodies of copyrighted works are governed by federal copyright 

law. 

[21] Copyright law specifically gives the world at large the right to make “fair use” parodies, 

parodies that don’t borrow too much of the original. Fisher v. Dees, 794 F.2d 432, 435 (9th Cir. 

1986). . . .  

VI 

[22] Finally, I can’t see how giving White the power to keep others from evoking her image in the 

public’s mind can be squared with the First Amendment. Where does White get this right to control 

our thoughts? The majority’s creation goes way beyond the protection given a trademark or a 

copyrighted work, or a person’s name or likeness. All those things control one particular way of 

expressing an idea, one way of referring to an object or a person. But not allowing any means of 

reminding people of someone? That’s a speech restriction unparalleled in First Amendment law.28 

 

23 The majority opinion has already earned some well-deserved criticisms on this score. Stephen 

R. Barnett, In Hollywood’s Wheel of Fortune, Free Speech Loses a Turn, Wall St. J., Sept. 28, 1992, at A14; 

Stephen R. Barnett, Wheel of Misfortune for Advertisers: Ninth Circuit Misreads the Law to Protect Vanna 

White’s Image, L.A. Daily J., Oct. 5, 1992, at 6; Felix H. Kent, California Court Expands Celebrities’ Rights, 

N.Y.L.J., Oct. 30, 1992, at 3 (“To speak of the ‘evisceration’ of such a questionable common law right in a 

case that has probably gone the farthest of any case in any court in the United States of America is 

more than difficult to comprehend”); Shapiro, supra note 1 (“A fat chef? A blond robot in an evening 

gown? How far will this go?” (citing Douglas J. Wood, an advertising lawyer)). See also Mark Alan 

Stamaty, Washingtoon, Wash. Post, Apr. 5, 1993, at A21. 

28 Just compare the majority’s holding to the intellectual property laws upheld by the Supreme 

Court. The Copyright Act is constitutional precisely because of the fair use doctrine and the idea-

expression dichotomy, Harper & Row v. Nation Enterprises, 471 U.S. 539, 560, 105 S.Ct. 2218, 2230, 85 

L.Ed.2d 588 (1985), two features conspicuously absent from the majority’s doctrine. The right of 

publicity at issue in Zacchini v. Scripps-Howard Broadcasting Co., 433 U.S. 562, 576, 97 S.Ct. 2849, 2857-

58, 53 L.Ed.2d 965 (1977), was only the right to “broadcast of petitioner’s entire performance,” not 

“the unauthorized use of another’s name for purposes of trade.” Id. Even the statute upheld in San 
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[23] What’s more, I doubt even a name-and-likeness-only right of publicity can stand without a 

parody exception. The First Amendment isn’t just about religion or politics—it’s also about protecting 

the free development of our national culture. Parody, humor, irreverence are all vital components of 

the marketplace of ideas. The last thing we need, the last thing the First Amendment will tolerate, is a 

law that lets public figures keep people from mocking them, or from “evok[ing]” their images in the 

mind of the public. 971 F.2d at 1399.29 

[24] The majority dismisses the First Amendment issue out of hand because Samsung’s ad was 

commercial speech. Id. at 1401 & n. 3. So what? Commercial speech may be less protected by the First 

Amendment than noncommercial speech, but less protected means protected nonetheless. 

CentralHudson Gas & Elec. Corp. v. Public Serv. Comm’n, 447 U.S. 557, 100 S.Ct. 2343, 65 L.Ed.2d 341 

(1980). And there are very good reasons for this. Commercial speech has a profound effect on our 

culture and our attitudes. Neutral-seeming ads influence people’s social and political attitudes, and 

themselves arouse political controversy.30 “Where’s the Beef?” turned from an advertising catchphrase 

into the only really memorable thing about the 1984 presidential campaign.31 Four years later, Michael 

Dukakis called George Bush “the Joe Isuzu of American politics.”32  

[25] In our pop culture, where salesmanship must be entertaining and entertainment must sell, 

the line between the commercial and noncommercial has not merely blurred; it has disappeared. Is the 

Samsung parody any different from a parody on Saturday Night Live or in Spy Magazine? Both are 

equally profit-motivated. Both use a celebrity’s identity to sell things—one to sell VCRs, the other to 

sell advertising. Both mock their subjects. Both try to make people laugh. Both add something, perhaps 
 

Francisco Arts & Athletics, Inc. v. United States Olympic Comm., 483 U.S. 522, 530, 107 S.Ct. 2971, 2977, 

97 L.Ed.2d 427 (1987), which gave the USOC sweeping rights to the word “Olympic,” didn’t purport to 

protect all expression that reminded people of the Olympics. 

29 The majority’s failure to recognize a parody exception to the right of publicity would apply 

equally to parodies of politicians as of actresses. Consider the case of Wok Fast, a Los Angeles Chinese 

food delivery service, which put up a billboard with a picture of then-L.A. Police Chief Daryl Gates and 

the text “When you can’t leave the office. Or won’t.” (This was an allusion to Chief Gates’s refusal to 

retire despite pressure from Mayor Tom Bradley.) Gates forced the restaurant to take the billboard 

down by threatening a right of publicity lawsuit. Leslie Berger, He Did Leave the Office-And Now Sign 

Will Go, Too, L.A. Times, July 31, 1992, at B2. 

See also Samsung Has Seen the Future: Brace Youself, Adweek, Oct. 3, 1988, at 26 (ER 72) 

(Samsung planned another ad that would show a dollar bill with Richard Nixon’s face on it and the 

caption ‘Dollar bill, 2025 A.D..,’ but Nixon refused permission to use his likeness); Madow supra note 

19, at 142-46 (discussing other politically and culturally charged parodies). 

30 See, e.g., Bruce Horovitz, Nike Does It Again; Firm Targets Blacks with a Spin on “Family Values”, 

L.A. Times, Aug. 25, 1992, at D1 (“The ad reinforces a stereotype about black fathers” (quoting 

Lawrence A. Johnson of Howard University)); Gaylord Fields, Advertising Awards-Show Mania: CEBA 

Awards Honors Black-Oriented Advertising, Back Stage, Nov. 17, 1989, at 1 (quoting the Rev. Jesse 

Jackson as emphasizing the importance of positive black images in advertising); Debra Kaufman, 

Quality of Hispanic Production Rising to Meet Clients’ Demands, Back Stage, July 14, 1989, at 1 (Hispanic 

advertising professional stresses importance of positive Hispanic images in advertising); Marilyn Elias, 

Medical Ads Often Are Sexist, USA Today, May 18, 1989, at 1D (“There’s lots of evidence that this kind of 

ad reinforces stereotypes” (quoting Julie Edell of Duke University)). 

31 See Wendy’s Kind of Commercial; “Where’s the Beef” Becomes National Craze, Broadcasting, 

Mar. 26, 1984, at 57. 

32 See Gregory Gordon, Candidates Look for Feedback Today, UPI, Sept. 26, 1988. 



Beebe – Trademark Law: An Open-Source Casebook 

 

779 

V8.0/2021-11-12 

something worthwhile and memorable, perhaps not, to our culture. Both are things that the people 

being portrayed might dearly want to suppress. See notes 1 & 29 supra. 

[26] Commercial speech is a significant, valuable part of our national discourse. The Supreme 

Court has recognized as much, and has insisted that lower courts carefully scrutinize commercial 

speech restrictions, but the panel totally fails to do this. The panel majority doesn’t even purport to 

apply the Central Hudson test, which the Supreme Court devised specifically for determining whether a 

commercial speech restriction is valid.33 The majority doesn’t ask, as Central Hudson requires, whether 

the speech restriction is justified by a substantial state interest. It doesn’t ask whether the restriction 

directly advances the interest. It doesn’t ask whether the restriction is narrowly tailored to the 

interest. See id. at 566.34 These are all things the Supreme Court told us—in no uncertain terms—we 

must consider; the majority opinion doesn’t even mention them.35 

[27] Process matters. The Supreme Court didn’t set out the Central Hudson test for its health. It 

devised the test because it saw lower courts were giving the First Amendment short shrift when 

confronted with commercial speech. See Central Hudson, 447 U.S. at 561-62, 567-68, 100 S.Ct. at 2348-

49, 2352. The Central Hudson test was an attempt to constrain lower courts’ discretion, to focus judges’ 

thinking on the important issues—how strong the state interest is, how broad the regulation is, 

whether a narrower regulation would work just as well. If the Court wanted to leave these matters to 

judges’ gut feelings, to nifty lines about “the difference between fun and profit,” 971 F.2d at 1401, it 

could have done so with much less effort. 

[28] Maybe applying the test would have convinced the majority to change its mind; maybe going 

through the factors would have shown that its rule was too broad, or the reasons for protecting 

White’s “identity” too tenuous. Maybe not. But we shouldn’t thumb our nose at the Supreme Court by 

just refusing to apply its test. 

VII 

[29] For better or worse, we are the Court of Appeals for the Hollywood Circuit. Millions of people 

toil in the shadow of the law we make, and much of their livelihood is made possible by the existence of 

intellectual property rights. But much of their livelihood—and much of the vibrancy of our culture—

also depends on the existence of other intangible rights: The right to draw ideas from a rich and varied 

public domain, and the right to mock, for profit as well as fun, the cultural icons of our time. 

[30] In the name of avoiding the “evisceration” of a celebrity’s rights in her image, the majority 

diminishes the rights of copyright holders and the public at large. In the name of fostering creativity, 

the majority suppresses it. Vanna White and those like her have been given something they never had 

before, and they’ve been given it at our expense. I cannot agree. 

 

33 Its only citation to Central Hudson is a seeming afterthought, buried in a footnote, and standing 

only for the proposition that commercial speech is less protected under the First Amendment. See 971 

F.2d at 1401 n. 3. 

34 See also Board of Trustees v. Fox, 492 U.S. 469, 476-81, 109 S.Ct. 3028, 3032-35, 106 L.Ed.2d 388 

(1989) (reaffirming “narrowly tailored” requirement, but making clear it’s not a “least restrictive 

means” test). 

The government has a freer hand in regulating false or misleading commercial speech, but this 

isn’t such a regulation. Some “appropriations” of a person’s “identity” might misleadingly suggest an 

endorsement, but the mere possibility that speech might mislead isn’t enough to strip it of First 

Amendment protection. See Zauderer v. Office of Disciplinary Counsel, 471 U.S. 626, 644 (1985). 

35 Neither does it discuss whether the speech restriction is unconstitutionally vague. Posadas de 

P.R. Assocs. v. Tourism Co., 478 U.S. 328, 347, 106 S.Ct. 2968, 2980, 92 L.Ed.2d 266 (1986). 
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Questions and Comments 

1. What happened on remand in White? On remand, a jury awarded Vanna White $400,000 

($725,000 in current dollars) for Samsung’s infringement of her right of publicity. Ellen Joan Pollock, 

Vanna White Wins Suit, WALL ST. J., Jan. 24, 1994, at B2. See also JENNIFER E. ROTHMAN, THE RIGHT OF 

PUBLICITY: PRIVACY REIMAGINED FOR A PUBLIC WORLD 90 (2018).  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

In In re NCAA Student–Athlete Name & Likeness Licensing Litigation, the Ninth Circuit relies heavily 

on the transformative use test formulated by the Supreme Court of California in Comedy III 

Productions, Inc. v. Gary Saderup, Inc., 25 Cal. 4th 387 (2001). Shown below on the right is the drawing 

of the Three Stooges at issue in that case. The Supreme Court of California found the drawing, as 

applied to various merchandise, not to be sufficiently transformative to avoid liability under Cal. Civ. 

Code § 990 (now Cal. Civ. Code § 3344.1). (As indicated in brackets through the course of In re NCAA 

Student–Athlete Name & Likeness Licensing Litigation, images from certain of the other cases cited in 

the opinion are shown for reference purposes after the opinion.)* 

   

 

In In re NCAA Student–Athlete Name & Likeness Licensing Litigation, Judge Thomas issued a strong 

dissent from Judge Bybee’s majority opinion. Which opinion do you find to be more persuasive, the 

majority or the dissent? 

 

* All such images are taken from Wikipedia or Georgetown Law Intellectual Property Teaching 

Resources. 
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In re NCAA Student–Athlete Name & Likeness Licensing Litigation 

724 F.3d 1268 (9th Cir. 2013) 

BYBEE, Circuit Judge: 

[1] Video games are entitled to the full protections of the First Amendment, because “[l]ike the 

protected books, plays, and movies that preceded them, video games communicate ideas—and even 

social messages—through many familiar literary devices (such as characters, dialogue, plot, and 

music) and through features distinctive to the medium (such as the player’s interaction with the 

virtual world).” Brown v. Entm’t Merchs. Ass’n, ––– U.S. ––––, 131 S.Ct. 2729 (2011).1 Such rights are not 

absolute, and states may recognize the right of publicity to a degree consistent with the First 

Amendment. Zacchini v. Scripps–Howard Broad. Co., 433 U.S. 562, 574–75, 97 S.Ct. 2849, 53 L.Ed.2d 965 

(1977). In this case, we must balance the right of publicity of a former college football player against 

the asserted First Amendment right of a video game developer to use his likeness in its expressive 

works. 

[2] The district court concluded that the game developer, Electronic Arts (“EA”), had no First 

Amendment defense against the right-of-publicity claims of the football player, Samuel Keller. We 

affirm. Under the “transformative use” test developed by the California Supreme Court, EA’s use does 

not qualify for First Amendment protection as a matter of law because it literally recreates Keller in the 

very setting in which he has achieved renown. The other First Amendment defenses asserted by EA do 

not defeat Keller’s claims either. 

I 

[3] Samuel Keller was the starting quarterback for Arizona State University in 2005 before he 

transferred to the University of Nebraska, where he played during the 2007 season. EA is the producer 

of the NCAA Football series of video games, which allow users to control avatars representing college 

football players as those avatars participate in simulated games. In NCAA Football, EA seeks to 

replicate each school’s entire team as accurately as possible. Every real football player on each team 

included in the game has a corresponding avatar in the game with the player’s actual jersey number 

and virtually identical height, weight, build, skin tone, hair color, and home state. EA attempts to match 

any unique, highly identifiable playing behaviors by sending detailed questionnaires to team 

equipment managers. Additionally, EA creates realistic virtual versions of actual stadiums; populates 

them with the virtual athletes, coaches, cheerleaders, and fans realistically rendered by EA’s graphic 

artists; and incorporates realistic sounds such as the crunch of the players’ pads and the roar of the 

crowd. 

[4] EA’s game differs from reality in that EA omits the players’ names on their jerseys and assigns 

each player a home town that is different from the actual player’s home town. However, users of the 

video game may upload rosters of names obtained from third parties so that the names do appear on 

the jerseys. In such cases, EA allows images from the game containing athletes’ real names to be posted 

 

1 In Brown v. Electronic Arts, Inc., No. 09–56675, 724 F.3d 1235, 1241–42, 2013 WL 3927736, at 

*3 (9th Cir. July 31, 2013), we noted that “there may be some work referred to as a ‘video game’ (or 

referred to as a ‘book,’ ‘play,’ or ‘movie’ for that matter) that does not contain enough of the elements 

contemplated by the Supreme Court [in Brown v. Entertainment Merchants Association] to warrant 

First Amendment protection as an expressive work,” but asserted that “[e]ven if there is a line to be 

drawn between expressive video games and non-expressive video games, and even if courts should at 

some point be drawing that line, we have no need to draw that line here.” The same holds true in this 

case. 
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on its website by users. Users can further alter reality by entering “Dynasty” mode, where the user 

assumes a head coach’s responsibilities for a college program for up to thirty seasons, including 

recruiting players from a randomly generated pool of high school athletes, or “Campus Legend” mode, 

where the user controls a virtual player from high school through college, making choices relating to 

practices, academics, and social life. 

[5] In the 2005 edition of the game, the virtual starting quarterback for Arizona State wears 

number 9, as did Keller, and has the same height, weight, skin tone, hair color, hair style, handedness, 

home state, play style (pocket passer), visor preference, facial features, and school year as Keller. In the 

2008 edition, the virtual quarterback for Nebraska has these same characteristics, though the jersey 

number does not match, presumably because Keller changed his number right before the season 

started. 

[6] Objecting to this use of his likeness, Keller filed a putative class-action complaint in the 

Northern District of California asserting, as relevant on appeal, that EA violated his right of publicity 

under California Civil Code § 3344 and California common law.2 EA moved to strike the complaint as a 

strategic lawsuit against public participation (“SLAPP”) under California’s anti-SLAPP statute, 

Cal.Civ.Proc.Code § 425.16, and the district court denied the motion. We have jurisdiction over EA’s 

appeal pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1291. See Batzel v. Smith, 333 F.3d 1018, 1024–26 (9th Cir. 2003).3  

II 

[7] California’s anti-SLAPP statute is designed to discourage suits that “masquerade as ordinary 

lawsuits but are brought to deter common citizens from exercising their political or legal rights or to 

punish them for doing so.” Batzel, 333 F.3d at 1024 (internal quotation marks omitted). The statute 

provides: 

A cause of action against a person arising from any act of that person in furtherance of 

the person’s right of petition or free speech under the United States Constitution or the 

California Constitution in connection with a public issue shall be subject to a special 

motion to strike, unless the court determines that the plaintiff has established that there 

is a probability that the plaintiff will prevail on the claim. 

Cal.Civ.Proc.Code § 425.16(b)(1). We have determined that the anti-SLAPP statute is available in 

federal court. Thomas v. Fry’s Elecs., Inc., 400 F.3d 1206 (9th Cir. 2005) (per curiam). 

[8] We evaluate an anti-SLAPP motion in two steps. First, the defendant must “make a prima facie 

showing that the plaintiff’s suit arises from an act by the defendant made in connection with a public 

issue in furtherance of the defendant’s right to free speech under the United States or California 

Constitution.” Batzel, 333 F.3d at 1024. Keller does not contest that EA has made this threshold 

showing. Indeed, there is no question that “video games qualify for First Amendment protection,” 

Entm’t Merchs. Ass’n, 131 S.Ct. at 2733, or that Keller’s suit arises from EA’s production and 

 

2 There are actually nine named plaintiffs, all former National Collegiate Athletic Association 

(“NCAA”) football or basketball players: Keller, Edward O’Bannon, Jr. (UCLA), Byron Bishop (University 

of North Carolina), Michael Anderson (University of Memphis), Danny Wimprine (University of 

Memphis), Ishmael Thrower (Arizona State University), Craig Newsome (Arizona State University), 

Damien Rhodes (Syracuse University), and Samuel Jacobson (University of Minnesota). EA’s NCAA 

basketball games are also implicated in this appeal. Because the issues are the same for each plaintiff, 

all of the claims are addressed through our discussion of Keller and NCAA Football. 

3 We review de novo the district court’s denial of a motion to strike under California’s anti-SLAPP 

statute. Mindys Cosmetics, Inc. v. Dakar, 611 F.3d 590, 595 (9th Cir. 2010). 
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distribution of NCAA Football in furtherance of EA’s protected right to express itself through video 

games. 

[9] Second, we must evaluate whether the plaintiff has “establish[ed] a reasonable probability 

that the plaintiff will prevail on his or her . . . claim.” Batzel, 333 F.3d at 1024. “The plaintiff must 

demonstrate that the complaint is legally sufficient and supported by a prima facie showing of facts to 

sustain a favorable judgment if the evidence submitted by plaintiff is credited.” Metabolife Int’l, Inc. v. 

Wornick, 264 F.3d 832, 840 (9th Cir. 2001) (internal quotation marks omitted). The statute “subjects to 

potential dismissal only those actions in which the plaintiff cannot state and substantiate a legally 

sufficient claim.” Navellier v. Sletten, 29 Cal.4th 82, 124 Cal.Rptr.2d 530, 52 P.3d 703, 711 (2002) 

(internal quotation marks omitted). EA did not contest before the district court and does not contest 

here that Keller has stated a right-of-publicity claim under California common and statutory law.4 

Instead, EA raises four affirmative defenses derived from the First Amendment: the “transformative 

use” test, the Rogers test, the “public interest” test, and the “public affairs” exemption. EA argues that, 

in light of these defenses, it is not reasonably probable that Keller will prevail on his right-of-publicity 

claim. This appeal therefore centers on the applicability of these defenses. We take each one in turn.5  

A 

[10] The California Supreme Court formulated the transformative use defense in Comedy III 

Productions, Inc. v. Gary Saderup, Inc., 25 Cal.4th 387, 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d 797 (2001). The 

defense is “a balancing test between the First Amendment and the right of publicity based on whether 

the work in question adds significant creative elements so as to be transformed into something more 

than a mere celebrity likeness or imitation.” Id. 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 799. The California 

Supreme Court explained that “when a work contains significant transformative elements, it is not only 

especially worthy of First Amendment protection, but it is also less likely to interfere with the 

economic interest protected by the right of publicity.” Id. 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 808. The 

court rejected the wholesale importation of the copyright “fair use” defense into right-of-publicity 

claims, but recognized that some aspects of that defense are “particularly pertinent.” Id.; see 17 U.S.C. 

§ 107; see also SOFA Entm’t, Inc. v. Dodger Prods., Inc., 709 F.3d 1273, 1277–78 (9th Cir. 2013) 

(discussing the “fair use” defense codified in 17 U.S.C. § 107). 

[11] Comedy III gives us at least five factors to consider in determining whether a work is 

sufficiently transformative to obtain First Amendment protection. See J. Thomas McCarthy, The Rights 

of Publicity and Privacy § 8:72 (2d ed.2012). First, if “the celebrity likeness is one of the ‘raw materials’ 

from which an original work is synthesized,” it is more likely to be transformative than if “the depiction 

or imitation of the celebrity is the very sum and substance of the work in question.” Comedy III, 106 

Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 809. Second, the work is protected if it is “primarily the defendant’s own 

expression”—as long as that expression is “something other than the likeness of the celebrity.” Id. This 

factor requires an examination of whether a likely purchaser’s primary motivation is to buy a 

 

4 The elements of a right-of-publicity claim under California common law are: “(1) the defendant’s 

use of the plaintiff’s identity; (2) the appropriation of plaintiff’s name or likeness to defendant’s 

advantage, commercially or otherwise; (3) lack of consent; and (4) resulting injury.” Stewart v. Rolling 

Stone LLC, 181 Cal.App.4th 664, 105 Cal.Rptr.3d 98, 111 (internal quotation marks omitted). The same 

claim under California Civil Code § 3344 requires a plaintiff to prove “all the elements of the common 

law cause of action” plus “a knowing use by the defendant as well as a direct connection between the 

alleged use and the commercial purpose.” Id. 

5 Just as we did in Hilton v. Hallmark Cards, we reserve the question of whether the First 

Amendment furnishes a defense other than those the parties raise. 599 F.3d 894, 909 n. 11 (9th Cir. 

2010). 
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reproduction of the celebrity, or to buy the expressive work of that artist. McCarthy, supra, § 8:72. 

Third, to avoid making judgments concerning “the quality of the artistic contribution,” a court should 

conduct an inquiry “more quantitative than qualitative” and ask “whether the literal and imitative or 

the creative elements predominate in the work.” Comedy III, 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 809. 

Fourth, the California Supreme Court indicated that “a subsidiary inquiry” would be useful in close 

cases: whether “the marketability and economic value of the challenged work derive primarily from 

the fame of the celebrity depicted.” Id. 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 810. Lastly, the court indicated 

that “when an artist’s skill and talent is manifestly subordinated to the overall goal of creating a 

conventional portrait of a celebrity so as to commercially exploit his or her fame,” the work is not 

transformative. Id. 

[12] We have explained that “[o]nly if [a defendant] is entitled to the [transformative] defense as 

a matter of law can it prevail on its motion to strike,” because the California Supreme Court 

“envisioned the application of the defense as a question of fact.” Hilton, 599 F.3d at 910. As a result, EA 

“is only entitled to the defense as a matter of law if no trier of fact could reasonably conclude that the 

[game] [i]s not transformative.” Id. 

[13] California courts have applied the transformative use test in relevant situations in four cases. 

First, in Comedy III itself, the California Supreme Court applied the test to T-shirts and lithographs 

bearing a likeness of The Three Stooges and concluded that it could “discern no significant 

transformative or creative contribution.” Id. 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 811. The court reasoned 

that the artist’s “undeniable skill is manifestly subordinated to the overall goal of creating literal, 

conventional depictions of The Three Stooges so as to exploit their fame.” Id. “[W]ere we to decide that 

[the artist’s] depictions were protected by the First Amendment,” the court continued, “we cannot 

perceive how the right of publicity would remain a viable right other than in cases of falsified celebrity 

endorsements.” Id. 

[14] Second, in Winter v. DC Comics, the California Supreme Court applied the test to comic books 

containing characters Johnny and Edgar Autumn, “depicted as villainous half-worm, half-human 

offspring” but evoking two famous brothers, rockers Johnny and Edgar Winter. 30 Cal.4th 881, 134 

Cal.Rptr.2d 634, 69 P.3d 473, 476 (2003). {See relevant images below}. The court held that “the comic 

books are transformative and entitled to First Amendment protection.” Id. 134 Cal.Rptr.2d 634, 69 P.3d 

at 480. It reasoned that the comic books “are not just conventional depictions of plaintiffs but contain 

significant expressive content other than plaintiffs’ mere likenesses.” Id. 134 Cal.Rptr.2d 634, 69 P.3d 

at 479. “To the extent the drawings of the Autumn brothers resemble plaintiffs at all, they are distorted 

for purposes of lampoon, parody, or caricature.” Id. Importantly, the court relied on the fact that the 

brothers “are but cartoon characters . . . in a larger story, which is itself quite expressive.” Id. 

[15] Third, in Kirby v. Sega of America, Inc., the California Court of Appeal applied the 

transformative use test to a video game in which the user controls the dancing of “Ulala,” a reporter 

from outer space allegedly based on singer Kierin Kirby, whose “‘signature’ lyrical expression . . . is 

‘ooh la la.’” 144 Cal.App.4th 47, 50 Cal.Rptr.3d 607, 609–10 (2006). {See relevant images below}. The 

court held that “Ulala is more than a mere likeness or literal depiction of Kirby,” pointing to Ulala’s 

“extremely tall, slender computer-generated physique,” her “hairstyle and primary costume,” her 

dance moves, and her role as “a space-age reporter in the 25th century,” all of which were “unlike any 

public depiction of Kirby.” Id. at 616. “As in Winter, Ulala is a ‘fanciful, creative character’ who exists in 

the context of a unique and expressive video game.” Id. at 618. 

[16] Finally, in No Doubt v. Activision Publishing, Inc., the California Court of Appeal addressed 

Activision’s Band Hero video game. 192 Cal.App.4th 1018, 122 Cal.Rptr.3d 397, 400 (2011), petition for 

review denied, 2011 Cal. LEXIS 6100 (Cal. June 8, 2011) (No. B223996). {See relevant images below}. In 

Band Hero, users simulate performing in a rock band in time with popular songs. Id. at 401. Users 

choose from a number of avatars, some of which represent actual rock stars, including the members of 

the rock band No Doubt. Id. at 401. Activision licensed No Doubt’s likeness, but allegedly exceeded the 
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scope of the license by permitting users to manipulate the No Doubt avatars to play any song in the 

game, solo or with members of other bands, and even to alter the avatars’ voices. Id. at 402. The court 

held that No Doubt’s right of publicity prevailed despite Activision’s First Amendment defense because 

the game was not “transformative” under the Comedy III test. It reasoned that the video game 

characters were “literal recreations of the band members,” doing “the same activity by which the band 

achieved and maintains its fame.” Id. at 411. According to the court, the fact “that the avatars appear in 

the context of a videogame that contains many other creative elements[ ] does not transform the 

avatars into anything other than exact depictions of No Doubt’s members doing exactly what they do 

as celebrities.” Id. The court concluded that “the expressive elements of the game remain manifestly 

subordinated to the overall goal of creating a conventional portrait of No Doubt so as to commercially 

exploit its fame.” Id. (internal quotation marks omitted). 

[17] We have also had occasion to apply the transformative use test. In Hilton v. Hallmark Cards, 

we applied the test to a birthday card depicting Paris Hilton in a manner reminiscent of an episode of 

Hilton’s reality show The Simple Life. 599 F.3d at 899. {See relevant image below}. We observed some 

differences between the episode and the card, but noted that “the basic setting is the same: we see 

Paris Hilton, born to privilege, working as a waitress.” Id. at 911. We reasoned that “[w]hen we 

compare Hallmark’s card to the video game in Kirby, which transported a 1990s singer (catchphrases 

and all) into the 25th century and transmogrified her into a space-age reporter, . . . the card falls far 

short of the level of new expression added in the video game.” Id. As a result, we concluded that “there 

is enough doubt as to whether Hallmark’s card is transformative under our case law that we cannot 

say Hallmark is entitled to the defense as a matter of law.” Id.6 

[18] With these cases in mind as guidance, we conclude that EA’s use of Keller’s likeness does not 

contain significant transformative elements such that EA is entitled to the defense as a matter of law. 

The facts of No Doubt are very similar to those here. EA is alleged to have replicated Keller’s physical 

characteristics in NCAA Football, just as the members of No Doubt are realistically portrayed in Band 

Hero. Here, as in Band Hero, users manipulate the characters in the performance of the same activity 

for which they are known in real life—playing football in this case, and performing in a rock band in 

Band Hero. The context in which the activity occurs is also similarly realistic—real venues in Band Hero 

and realistic depictions of actual football stadiums in NCAA Football. As the district court found, Keller 

is represented as “what he was: the starting quarterback for Arizona State” and Nebraska, and “the 

game’s setting is identical to where the public found [Keller] during his collegiate career: on the 

football field.” Keller v. Elec. Arts, Inc., No. C 09–1967 CW, 2010 WL 530108, at *5 (N.D.Cal. Feb. 8, 

2010). 

[19] EA argues that the district court erred in focusing primarily on Keller’s likeness and ignoring 

the transformative elements of the game as a whole. Judge Thomas, our dissenting colleague, suggests 

the same. See Dissent at 1285. We are unable to say that there was any error, particularly in light of No 

Doubt, which reasoned much the same as the district court in this case: “that the avatars appear in the 

context of a videogame that contains many other creative elements[ ] does not transform the avatars 

into anything other than exact depictions of No Doubt’s members doing exactly what they do as 

 

6 We also briefly addressed the transformative use test in a footnote in Hoffman v. Capital 

Cities/ABC, Inc., 255 F.3d 1180 (9th Cir. 2001). We indicated that if we had considered the test, we 

would have concluded that an image of Dustin Hoffman from “Tootsie” that had been altered to make it 

appear like he was wearing fashions from a decade later “contained ‘significant transformative 

elements.’ “ Id. at 1184 n. 2; 1182–83. “Hoffman’s body was eliminated and a new, differently clothed 

body was substituted in its place. In fact, the entire theory of Hoffman’s case rests on his allegation that 

the photograph is not a ‘true’ or ‘literal’ depiction of him, but a false portrayal.” Id. at 1184 n. 2. 
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celebrities.” No Doubt, 122 Cal.Rptr.3d at 411.7 EA suggests that the fact that NCAA Football users can 

alter the characteristics of the avatars in the game is significant. Again, our dissenting colleague agrees. 

See Dissent at 1286–87. In No Doubt, the California Court of Appeal noted that Band Hero “d[id] not 

permit players to alter the No Doubt avatars in any respect.” Id. at 410. The court went on to say that 

the No Doubt avatars “remain at all times immutable images of the real celebrity musicians, in stark 

contrast to the ‘fanciful, creative characters’ in Winter and Kirby.” Id. The court explained further: 

 [I]t is the differences between Kirby and the instant case . . . which are determinative. In 

Kirby, the pop singer was portrayed as an entirely new character—the space-age news 

reporter Ulala. In Band Hero, by contrast, no matter what else occurs in the game during 

the depiction of the No Doubt avatars, the avatars perform rock songs, the same activity 

by which the band achieved and maintains its fame. Moreover, the avatars perform those 

songs as literal recreations of the band members. That the avatars can be manipulated to 

perform at fanciful venues including outer space or to sing songs the real band would 

object to singing, or that the avatars appear in the context of a videogame that contains 

many other creative elements, does not transform the avatars into anything other than 

exact depictions of No Doubt’s members doing exactly what they do as celebrities. 

Id. at 410–11. Judge Thomas says that “[t]he Court of Appeal cited character immutability as a chief 

factor distinguishing [No Doubt ] from Winter and Kirby.” Dissent at 1287. Though No Doubt certainly 

mentioned the immutability of the avatars, we do not read the California Court of Appeal’s decision as 

turning on the inability of users to alter the avatars. The key contrast with Winter and Kirby was that in 

those games the public figures were transformed into “fanciful, creative characters” or “portrayed as 

. . . entirely new character[s].” No Doubt, 122 Cal.Rptr.3d at 410. On this front, our case is clearly 

aligned with No Doubt, not with Winter and Kirby. We believe No Doubt offers a persuasive precedent 

that cannot be materially distinguished from Keller’s case.8,9 

 

7 Judge Thomas argues that the “sheer number of virtual actors,” the absence of “any evidence as 

to the personal marketing power of Sam Keller,” and the relative anonymity of each individual player 

in NCAA Football as compared to the public figures in other California right-of-publicity cases all 

mitigate in favor of finding that the EA’s First Amendment rights outweigh Keller’s right of publicity. 

See Dissent at 1286–88. These facts are not irrelevant to the analysis—they all can be considered in the 

framework of the five considerations from Comedy III laid out above—but the fact is that EA elected to 

use avatars that mimic real college football players for a reason. If EA did not think there was value in 

having an avatar designed to mimic each individual player, it would not go to the lengths it does to 

achieve realism in this regard. Having chosen to use the players’ likenesses, EA cannot now hide 

behind the numerosity of its potential offenses or the alleged unimportance of any one individual 

player. 

8 EA further argues that No Doubt is distinguishable because the video game company in that case 

entered into a license agreement which it allegedly breached. However, the California Court of Appeal 

did not rely on breach of contract in its analysis of whether the game was transformative. 122 

Cal.Rptr.3d at 412 n. 7. Keller asserts here that EA contracted away its First Amendment rights in a 

licensing agreement with the NCAA that purportedly prohibited the use of athlete likenesses. However, 

in light of our conclusion that EA is not entitled to a First Amendment defense as a matter of law, we 

need not reach this issue and leave it for the district court to address in the first instance on remand 

should the finder of fact determine in post-SLAPP proceedings that EA’s use is transformative. 

9 In dissent, Judge Thomas suggests that this case is distinguishable from other right-to-publicity 

cases because “an individual college athlete’s right of publicity is extraordinarily circumscribed and, in 

practical reality, nonexistent” because “NCAA rules prohibit athletes from benefitting economically 
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[20] The Third Circuit came to the same conclusion in Hart v. Electronic Arts, Inc., 717 F. 3d 141 

(3d Cir. 2013). In Hart, EA faced a materially identical challenge under New Jersey right-of-publicity 

law, brought by former Rutgers quarterback Ryan Hart. See id. at 163 n. 28 (“Keller is simply [Hart] 

incarnated in California.”). Though the Third Circuit was tasked with interpreting New Jersey law, the 

court looked to the transformative use test developed in California. See id. at 158 n. 23 (noting that the 

right-of-publicity laws are “strikingly similar . . . and protect similar interests” in New Jersey and 

California, and that “consequently [there is] no issue in applying balancing tests developed in 

California to New Jersey”); see also id. at 165 (holding that “the Transformative Use Test is the proper 

analytical framework to apply to cases such as the one at bar”). Applying the test, the court held that 

“the NCAA Football . . . games at issue . . . do not sufficiently transform [Hart]’s identity to escape the 

right of publicity claim,” reversing the district court’s grant of summary judgment to EA. Id. at 170. 

[21] As we have, the Third Circuit considered the potentially transformative nature of the game as 

a whole, id. at 166, 169, and the user’s ability to alter avatar characteristics, id. at 166– 68. Asserting 

that “the lack of transformative context is even more pronounced here than in No Doubt,” id. at 166, 

and that “the ability to modify the avatar counts for little where the appeal of the game lies in users’ 

ability to play as, or alongside [,] their preferred players or team,” id. at 168 (internal quotation marks 

omitted), the Third Circuit agreed with us that these changes do not render the NCAA Football games 

sufficiently transformative to defeat a right-of-publicity claim. 

[22] Judge Ambro dissented in Hart, concluding that “the creative components of NCAA Football 

contain sufficient expressive transformation to merit First Amendment protection.” Id. at 175 (Ambro, 

J., dissenting). But in critiquing the majority opinion, Judge Ambro disregarded No Doubt and Kirby 

because “they were not decided by the architect of the Transformative Use Test, the Supreme Court of 

California.” Id. at 172 n. 4. He thus “d[id] not attempt to explain or distinguish the[se cases’] holdings 

except to note that [he] believe[s] No Doubt, which focused on individual depictions rather than the 

work in its entirety, was wrongly decided in light of the prior precedent in Comedy III and Winter.” Id. 

We recognize that we are bound only by the decisions of a state’s highest court and not by decisions of 

the state’s intermediate appellate court when considering state law issues sitting in diversity 

jurisdiction. See In re Kirkland, 915 F.2d 1236, 1238–39 (9th Cir. 1990). Nonetheless, where there is no 

binding precedent from the state’s highest court, we “must predict how the highest state court would 

decide the issue using intermediate appellate court decisions, decisions from other jurisdictions, 

statutes, treatises, and restatements as guidance.” Id. at 1239 (emphasis added). As stated above, we 

believe No Doubt in particular provides persuasive guidance. We do not believe No Doubt to be 

inconsistent with the California Supreme Court’s relevant decisions, and we will not disregard a well-

reasoned decision from a state’s intermediate appellate court in this context. Like the majority in Hart, 

we rely substantially on No Doubt, and believe we are correct to do so. 

[23] Given that NCAA Football realistically portrays college football players in the context of 

college football games, the district court was correct in concluding that EA cannot prevail as a matter of 

law based on the transformative use defense at the anti-SLAPP stage. Cf. Hilton, 599 F.3d at 910–11.10 

 

from any success on the field.” Dissent at 1289. Judge Thomas commendably addresses the fairness of 

this structure, see Dissent at 1289 n. 5, but setting fairness aside, the fact is that college athletes are not 

indefinitely bound by NCAA rules. Once an athlete graduates from college, for instance, the athlete can 

capitalize on his success on the field during college in any number of ways. EA’s use of a college 

athlete’s likeness interferes with the athlete’s right to capitalize on his athletic success once he is 

beyond the dominion of NCAA rule. 

10 Judge Thomas asserts that “[t]he logical consequence of the majority view is that all realistic 

depictions of actual persons, no matter how incidental, are protected by a state law right of publicity 
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B 

[24] EA urges us to adopt for right-of-publicity claims the broader First Amendment defense that 

we have previously adopted in the context of false endorsement claims under the Lanham Act: the 

Rogers test.11 See Brown v. Elec. Arts, 724 F.3d at 1239–41, 2013 WL 3927736, at *1–2 (applying the 

Rogers test to a Lanham Act claim brought by former NFL player Jim Brown relating to the use of his 

likeness in EA’s Madden NFL video games). 

. . . . 

[25] In this case, EA argues that we should extend this test, created to evaluate Lanham Act 

claims, to apply to right-of-publicity claims because it is “less prone to misinterpretation” and “more 

protective of free expression” than the transformative use defense. Although we acknowledge that 

there is some overlap between the transformative use test formulated by the California Supreme Court 

and the Rogers test, we disagree that the Rogers test should be imported wholesale for right-of-

publicity claims. Our conclusion on this point is consistent with the Third Circuit’s rejection of EA’s 

identical argument in Hart. See Hart, 717 F. 3d at 154– 58. As the history and development of the 

Rogers test makes clear, it was designed to protect consumers from the risk of consumer confusion—

the hallmark element of a Lanham Act claim. See Cairns v. Franklin Mint Co., 292 F.3d 1139, 1149 (9th 

Cir. 2002). The right of publicity, on the other hand, does not primarily seek to prevent consumer 

confusion. See Hart, 717 F. 3d at 158 (“[ T]he right of publicity does not implicate the potential for 

consumer confusion . . . .”). Rather, it primarily “protects a form of intellectual property [in one’s 

person] that society deems to have some social utility.” Comedy III, 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 804. 

As the California Supreme Court has explained: 

Often considerable money, time and energy are needed to develop one’s prominence in a 

particular field. Years of labor may be required before one’s skill, reputation, notoriety or 

virtues are sufficiently developed to permit an economic return through some medium of 

commercial promotion. For some, the investment may eventually create considerable 

commercial value in one’s identity. 

Id. 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 804–05 (internal quotation marks and citations omitted). 

[26] The right of publicity protects the celebrity, not the consumer. Keller’s publicity claim is not 

founded on an allegation that consumers are being illegally misled into believing that he is endorsing 

EA or its products. Indeed, he would be hard-pressed to support such an allegation absent evidence 

that EA explicitly misled consumers into holding such a belief. See Brown v. Elec. Arts, 724 F.3d at 

1242–43, 2013 WL 3927736, at *4 (holding under the Rogers test that, since “Brown’s likeness is 

artistically relevant to the [Madden NFL ] games and there are no alleged facts to support the claim that 

EA explicitly misled consumers as to Brown’s involvement with the games,” “the public interest in free 
 

regardless of the creative context,” “jeopardiz[ing] the creative use of historic figures in motion 

pictures, books, and sound recordings.” Dissent at 1290. We reject the notion that our holding has such 

broad consequences. As discussed above, one of the factors identified in Comedy III “requires an 

examination of whether a likely purchaser’s primary motivation is to buy a reproduction of the 

celebrity, or to buy the expressive work of that artist.” McCarthy, supra, § 8:72; see Comedy III, 106 

Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 809. Certainly this leaves room for distinguishing between this case—

where we have emphasized EA’s primary emphasis on reproducing reality—and cases involving other 

kinds of expressive works. 

11 Keller argues that EA never asked the district court to apply Rogers and has therefore waived 

the issue on appeal. Although it could have been more explicit, EA’s anti-SLAPP motion did cite Rogers 

and argue that Keller had not alleged that his likeness was “wholly unrelated” to the content of the 

video game or a “disguised commercial advertisement,” the two prongs of the Rogers test. 
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expression outweighs the public interest in avoiding consumer confusion”). Instead, Keller’s claim is 

that EA has appropriated, without permission and without providing compensation, his talent and 

years of hard work on the football field. The reasoning of the Rogers and Mattel courts—that artistic 

and literary works should be protected unless they explicitly mislead consumers—is simply not 

responsive to Keller’s asserted interests here. Cf. Hart, 717 F. 3d at 157 (“Effectively, [EA] argues that 

[Hart] should be unable to assert a claim for appropriating his likeness as a football player precisely 

because his likeness was used for a game about football. Adopting this line of reasoning threatens to 

turn the right of publicity on its head.”). 

 . . . . 

III 

[27] Under California’s transformative use defense, EA’s use of the likenesses of college athletes 

like Samuel Keller in its video games is not, as a matter of law, protected by the First Amendment. We 

reject EA’s suggestion to import the Rogers test into the right-of-publicity arena, and conclude that 

state law defenses for the reporting of information do not protect EA’s use. 

AFFIRMED. 

 

THOMAS, Circuit Judge, dissenting: 

[1] Because the creative and transformative elements of Electronic Arts’ NCAA Football video 

game series predominate over the commercial use of the athletes’ likenesses, the First Amendment 

protects EA from liability. Therefore, I respectfully dissent. 

I 

[2] As expressive works, video games are entitled to First Amendment protection. Brown v. Entm’t 

Merchs. Ass’n, ––– U.S. ––––, 131 S.Ct. 2729 (2011). The First Amendment affords additional protection 

to NCAA Football because it involves a subject of substantial public interest: collegiate football. Moore v. 

Univ. of Notre Dame, 968 F.Supp. 1330, 1337 (N.D.Ind.1997). Because football is a matter of public 

interest, the use of the images of athletes is entitled to constitutional protection, even if profits are 

involved. Montana v. San Jose Mercury News, Inc., 34 Cal.App.4th 790, 40 Cal.Rptr.2d 639, 643 n. 2 

(1995); see also Cal. Civ.Code § 3344(d) (exempting from liability the “use of a name . . . or likeness in 

connection with any . . . public affairs, or sports broadcast or account”). 

[3] Where it is recognized, the tort of appropriation is a creature of common law or statute, 

depending on the jurisdiction. However, the right to compensation for the misappropriation for 

commercial use of one’s image or celebrity is far from absolute. In every jurisdiction, any right of 

publicity must be balanced against the constitutional protection afforded by the First Amendment. 

Courts have employed a variety of methods in balancing the rights. See, e.g., Doe v. TCI Cablevision, 110 

S.W.3d 363, 374 (Mo.2003) (en banc). The California Supreme Court applies a “transformative use” 

test it formulated in Comedy III Productions, Inc. v. Gary Saderup, Inc., 25 Cal.4th 387, 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 

126, 21 P.3d 797 (2001).1 

 

1 I agree with the majority that the test articulated in Rogers v. Grimaldi, 875 F.2d 994 (2d Cir. 

1989), should not be employed in this context. The Rogers test is appropriately applied in Lanham Act 

cases, where the primary concern is with the danger of consumer confusion when a work is depicted 

as something it is not. 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a)(1). However, the right of publicity is an economic right to use 

the value of one own’s celebrity. Zacchini v. Scripps–Howard Broad. Co., 433 U.S. 562, 576–77, 97 S.Ct. 

2849, 53 L.Ed.2d 965 (1977). Therefore, a more nuanced balancing is required. In our context, I believe 

the transformative use test—if correctly applied to the work as a whole—provides the proper 

analytical framework. 
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[4] As the majority properly notes, the transformative use defense is “a balancing test between 

the First Amendment and the right of publicity based on whether the work in question adds significant 

creative elements so as to be transformed into something more than a mere celebrity likeness or 

imitation.” Comedy III, 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 799. The rationale for the test, as the majority 

notes, is that “when a work contains significant transformative elements, it is not only especially 

worthy of First Amendment protection, but it is also less likely to interfere with the economic interest 

protected by the right of publicity.” Id. 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 808. 

[5] The five considerations articulated in Comedy III, and cited by the majority, are whether: (1) 

the celebrity likeness is one of the raw materials from which an original work is synthesized; (2) the 

work is primarily the defendant’s own expression if the expression is something other than the 

likeness of the celebrity; (3) the literal and imitative or creative elements predominate in the work; (4) 

the marketability and economic value of the challenged work derives primarily from the fame of the 

celebrity depicted; and (5) an artist’s skill and talent has been manifestly subordinated to the overall 

goal of creating a conventional portrait of a celebrity so as to commercially exploit the celebrity’s fame. 

Id. 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 809–10. 

[6] Although these considerations are often distilled as analytical factors, Justice Mosk was careful 

in Comedy III not to label them as such. Indeed, the focus of Comedy III is a more holistic examination of 

whether the transformative and creative elements of a particular work predominate over 

commercially based literal or imitative depictions. The distinction is critical, because excessive 

deconstruction of Comedy III can lead to misapplication of the test. And it is at this juncture that I must 

respectfully part ways with my colleagues in the majority. 

[7] The majority confines its inquiry to how a single athlete’s likeness is represented in the video 

game, rather than examining the transformative and creative elements in the video game as a whole. In 

my view, this approach contradicts the holistic analysis required by the transformative use test. See 

Hart v. Elec. Arts, Inc., 717 F. 3d 141, 170– 76 (3d Cir. 2013) (Ambro, J., dissenting).2 The salient 

question is whether the entire work is transformative, and whether the transformative elements 

predominate, rather than whether an individual persona or image has been altered. 

[8] When EA’s NCAA Football video game series is examined carefully, and put in proper context, I 

conclude that the creative and transformative elements of the games predominate over the 

commercial use of the likenesses of the athletes within the games. 

A 

[9] The first step in conducting a balancing is to examine the creative work at issue. At its essence, 

EA’s NCAA Football is a work of interactive historical fiction. Although the game changes from year to 

year, its most popular features predominately involve role-playing by the gamer. For example, a player 

can create a virtual image of himself as a potential college football player. The virtual player decides 

which position he would like to play, then participates in a series of “tryouts” or competes in an entire 

high school season to gauge his skill. Based on his performance, the virtual player is ranked and 

available to play at select colleges. The player chooses among the colleges, then assumes the role of a 

college football player. He also selects a major, the amount of time he wishes to spend on social 

activities, and practice—all of which may affect the virtual player’s performance. He then plays his 

position on the college team. In some versions of the game, in another mode, the virtual player can 

engage in a competition for the Heisman Trophy. In another popular mode, the gamer becomes a 

virtual coach. The coach scouts, recruits, and develops entirely fictional players for his team. The coach 

can then promote the team’s evolution over decades of seasons. 

 

2 I agree fully with Judge Ambro’s excellent dissent in Hart, which describes the analytic flaws of 

applying a transformative use test outside the context of the work as a whole. 
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[10] The college teams that are supplied in the game do replicate the actual college teams for that 

season, including virtual athletes who bear the statistical and physical dimensions of the actual college 

athletes. But, unlike their professional football counterparts in the Madden NFL series, the NCAA 

football players in these games are not identified. 

[11] The gamers can also change their abilities, appearances, and physical characteristics at will. 

Keller’s impressive physical likeness can be morphed by the gamer into an overweight and slow virtual 

athlete, with anemic passing ability. And the gamer can create new virtual players out of whole cloth. 

Players can change teams. The gamer could pit Sam Keller against himself, or a stronger or weaker 

version of himself, on a different team. Or the gamer could play the game endlessly without ever 

encountering Keller’s avatar. In the simulated games, the gamer controls not only the conduct of the 

game, but the weather, crowd noise, mascots, and other environmental factors. Of course, one may play 

the game leaving the players unaltered, pitting team against team. But, in this context as well, the work 

is one of historic fiction. The gamer controls the teams, players, and games. 

[12] Applying the Comedy III considerations to NCAA Football in proper holistic context, the 

considerations favor First Amendment protection. The athletic likenesses are but one of the raw 

materials from which the broader game is constructed. The work, considered as a whole, is primarily 

one of EA’s own expression. The creative and transformative elements predominate over the 

commercial use of likenesses. The marketability and economic value of the game comes from the 

creative elements within, not from the pure commercial exploitation of a celebrity image. The game is 

not a conventional portrait of a celebrity, but a work consisting of many creative and transformative 

elements. 

[13] The video game at issue is much akin to the creations the California Supreme Court found 

protected in Winter v. DC Comics, 30 Cal.4th 881, 134 Cal.Rptr.2d 634, 69 P.3d 473, 476 (2003), where 

the two fabled guitarists Johnny and Edgar Winter were easily identifiable, but depicted as chimeras. It 

is also consistent with the California Court of Appeal’s decision in Kirby v. Sega of America, Inc., 144 

Cal.App.4th 47, 50 Cal.Rptr.3d 607, 609–10 (2006), where a character easily identified as singer Kierin 

Kirby, more popularly known as Lady Miss Kier, was transformed into a “‘fanciful, creative character’ 

who exists in the context of a unique and expressive video game.” Id. at 618. So, too, are the virtual 

players who populate the world of the NCAA Football series. 

[14] No Doubt v. Activision Publishing, Inc., 192 Cal.App.4th 1018, 122 Cal.Rptr.3d 397 (2011), is 

not to the contrary. The literal representations in No Doubt were not, and could not be, transformed in 

any way. Indeed, in No Doubt, the bandmembers posed for motion-capture photography to allow 

reproduction of their likenesses, id. at 402, and the Court of Appeal underscored the fact that the video 

game did not “permit players to alter the No Doubt avatars in any respect” and the avatars remained 

“at all times immutable images of the real celebrity musicians,” id. at 410. The Court of Appeal cited 

character immutability as a chief factor distinguishing that case from Winter and Kirby. Id. Unlike the 

avatars in No Doubt, the virtual players in NCAA Football are completely mutable and changeable at the 

whim of the gamer. The majority places great reliance on No Doubt as support for its proposition that 

the initial placement of realistic avatars in the game overcomes the First Amendment’s protection, but 

the Court of Appeal in No Doubt rejected such a cramped construction, noting that “even literal 

reproductions of celebrities may be ‘transformed’ into expressive works based on the context into 

which the celebrity image is placed.” Id. at 410 (citing Comedy III, 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 797).3 

 

3 Of course, to the extent that the Court of Appeal’s opinion in No Doubt may be read to be in 

tension with the transformative use test as articulated by the California Supreme Court in Comedy III 

and Winter, it must yield. 
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[15] Unlike the majority, I would not punish EA for the realism of its games and for the skill of the 

artists who created realistic settings for the football games. Majority op. at 1279 n. 10. That the lifelike 

roar of the crowd and the crunch of pads contribute to the gamer’s experience demonstrates how little 

of NCAA Football is driven by the particular likeness of Sam Keller, or any of the other plaintiffs, rather 

than by the game’s artistic elements. 

[16] In short, considering the creative elements alone in this case satisfies the transformative use 

test in favor of First Amendment protection. 

B 

[17] Although one could leave the analysis with an examination of the transformative and creative 

aspects of the game, a true balancing requires an inquiry as to the other side of the scales: the publicity 

right at stake. Here, as well, the NCAA Football video game series can be distinguished from the 

traditional right of publicity cases, both from a quantitative and a qualitative perspective. 

[18] As a quantitative matter, NCAA Football is different from other right of publicity cases in the 

sheer number of virtual actors involved. Most right of publicity cases involve either one celebrity, or a 

finite and defined group of celebrities. Comedy III involved literal likenesses of the Three Stooges. 

Hilton v. Hallmark Cards, 599 F.3d 894, 909–12 (9th Cir. 2009), involved the literal likeness of Paris 

Hilton. Winter involved the images of the rock star brother duo. Kirby involved the likeness of one 

singer. No Doubt focused on the likenesses of the members of a specific legendary band. 

[19] In contrast, NCAA Football includes not just Sam Keller, but thousands of virtual actors. This 

consideration is of particular significance when we examine, as instructed by Comedy III, whether the 

source of the product marketability comes from creative elements or from pure exploitation of a 

celebrity image. 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 810. There is not, at this stage of the litigation, any 

evidence as to the personal marketing power of Sam Keller, as distinguished from the appeal of the 

creative aspects of the product. Regardless, the sheer number of athletes involved inevitably diminish 

the significance of the publicity right at issue. Comedy III involved literal depictions of the Three 

Stooges on lithographs and T-shirts. Winter involved characters depicted in a comic strip. Kirby and No 

Doubt involved pivotal characters in a video game. The commercial image of the celebrities in each 

case was central to the production, and its contact with the consumer was immediate and unavoidable. 

In contrast, one could play NCAA Football thousands of times without ever encountering a particular 

avatar. In context of the collective, an individual’s publicity right is relatively insignificant. Put another 

way, if an anonymous virtual player is tackled in an imaginary video game and no one notices, is there 

any right of publicity infringed at all? 

[20] The sheer quantity of the virtual players in the game underscores the inappropriateness of 

analyzing the right of publicity through the lens of one likeness only. Only when the creative work is 

considered in complete context can a proper analysis be conducted. 

[21] As a qualitative matter, the essence of NCAA Football is founded on publicly available data, 

which is not protected by any individual publicity rights. It is true that EA solicits and receives 

information directly from colleges and universities. But the information is hardly proprietary. Personal 

vital statistics for players are found in college programs and media guides. Likewise, playing statistics 

are easily available. In this respect, the information used by EA is indistinguishable from the 

information used in fantasy athletic leagues, for which the First Amendment provides protection, C.B.C. 

Distribution & Mktg., Inc. v. Major League Baseball Advanced Media, L.P., 505 F.3d 818, 823–24 (8th Cir. 

2007), or much beloved statistical board games, such as Strat–O–Matic. An athlete’s right of publicity 

simply does not encompass publicly available statistical data. See, e.g., IMS Health Inc. v. Sorrell, 630 

F.3d 263, 271–72 (2d Cir. 2010) (“The First Amendment protects ‘[e]ven dry information, devoid of 
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advocacy, political relevance, or artistic expression.’” (quoting Universal City Studios, Inc. v. Corley, 273 

F.3d 429, 446 (2d Cir. 2001)) (alteration in original)).4 

[22] Further, the structure of the game is not founded on exploitation of an individual’s publicity 

rights. The players are unidentified and anonymous. It is true that third-party software is available to 

quickly identify the players, but that is not part of the EA package. And the fact that the players can be 

identified by the knowledgeable user by their position, team, and statistics is somewhat beside the 

point. The issue is whether the marketability of the product is driven by an individual celebrity, or by 

the game itself. Comedy III, 106 Cal.Rptr.2d 126, 21 P.3d at 810. Player anonymity, while certainly not a 

complete defense, bears on the question of how we balance the right of publicity against the First 

Amendment. This feature of the game places it in stark contrast with No Doubt, where the whole point 

of the enterprise was the successful commercial exploitation of the specifically identified, world-

famous musicians. 

[23] Finally, as a qualitative matter, the publicity rights of college athletes are remarkably 

restricted. This consideration is critical because the “right to exploit commercially one’s celebrity is 

primarily an economic right.” Gionfriddo v. Major League Baseball, 94 Cal.App.4th 400, 114 Cal.Rptr.2d 

307, 318 (2001). NCAA rules prohibit athletes from benefitting economically from any success on the 

field. NCAA Bylaw 12.5 specifically prohibits commercial licensing of an NCAA athlete’s name or 

picture. NCAA, 2012–13 NCAA Division I Manual § 12.5.2.1 (2012). Before being allowed to compete 

each year, all Division I NCAA athletes must sign a contract stating that they understand the 

prohibition on licensing and affirming that they have not violated any amateurism rules. In short, even 

if an athlete wished to license his image to EA, the athlete could not do so without destroying amateur 

status. Thus, an individual college athlete’s right of publicity is extraordinarily circumscribed and, in 

practical reality, nonexistent.5 

[24] In sum, even apart from consideration of transformative elements, examination of the right 

of publicity in question also resolves the balance in favor of the First Amendment. The quantity of 

players involved dilutes the commercial impact of any particular player and the scope of the publicity 

right is significantly reduced by the fact that: (1) a player cannot own the individual, publicly available 

 

4 Contrary to the majority’s suggestion, I do not claim that any use of a likeness founded on 

publicly available information is transformative. Majority op. 1283–84 n. 12. The majority’s analogy to 

a commercial featuring Tom Brady is inapposite for at least two reasons: (1) a commercial is not 

interactive in the same way that NCAA Football is, and (2) Brady’s marketing power is well established, 

while that of the plaintiffs is not. 

5 The issue of whether this structure is fair to the student athlete is beyond the scope of this 

appeal, but forms a significant backdrop to the discussion. The NCAA received revenues of $871.6 

million in fiscal year 2011–12, with 81% of the money coming from television and marketing fees. 

However, few college athletes will ever receive any professional compensation. The NCAA reports that 

in 2011, there were 67,887 college football players. Of those, 15,086 were senior players, and only 255 

athletes were drafted for a professional team. Thus, only 1.7% of seniors received any subsequent 

professional economic compensation for their athletic endeavors. NCAA, Estimated Probability of 

Competing in Athletics Beyond the High School Interscholastic Level (2011), available at http:// www. 

ncaa. org/ wps/ wcm/ connect/ public/ ncaa/ pdfs/ 2011/ 2011+ probability+ of+ going+ pro. 

And participation in college football can come at a terrible cost. The NCAA reports that, during a 

recent five-year period, college football players suffered 41,000 injuries, including 23 non-fatal 

catastrophic injuries and 11 fatalities from indirect catastrophic injuries. NCAA, Football Injuries: Data 

From the 2004/05 to 2008/09 Seasons, available at http:// www. ncaa. org/ wps/ wcm/ connect/ 

public/ ncaa/ health+ and+ safety/ sports+ injuries/ resources/ football+ injuries. 
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statistics on which the game is based; (2) the players are not identified in the game; and (3) NCAA 

college athletes do not have the right to license their names and likenesses, even if they chose to do so.6 

II 

[25] Given the proper application of the transformative use test, Keller is unlikely to prevail. The 

balance of interests falls squarely on the side of the First Amendment. The stakes are not small. The 

logical consequence of the majority view is that all realistic depictions of actual persons, no matter 

how incidental, are protected by a state law right of publicity regardless of the creative context. This 

logic jeopardizes the creative use of historic figures in motion pictures, books, and sound recordings. 

Absent the use of actual footage, the motion picture Forrest Gump might as well be just a box of 

chocolates. Without its historical characters, Midnight in Paris would be reduced to a pedestrian 

domestic squabble. The majority’s holding that creative use of realistic images and personas does not 

satisfy the transformative use test cannot be reconciled with the many cases affording such works First 

Amendment protection.7 I respectfully disagree with this potentially dangerous and out-of-context 

interpretation of the transformative use test. 

[26] For these reasons, I respectfully dissent. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

6 While acknowledging that these considerations are relevant to the Comedy III analysis, the 

majority says EA’s use of realistic likenesses demonstrates that it sees “value in having an avatar 

designed to mimic each individual player.” Majority op. at 1276 n. 7. But the same is true of any right of 

publicity case. The defendants in Winter saw value in using comic book characters that resembled the 

Winter brothers. Andy Warhol—whose portraits were discussed in Comedy III—saw value in using 

images of celebrities such as Marilyn Monroe. In those cases, the products’ marketability derives 

primarily from the creative elements, not from a pure commercial exploitation of a celebrity image. 

The same is true of NCAA Football. 

7 See, e.g., ETW Corp. v. Jireh Publ’g, Inc., 332 F.3d 915 (6th Cir. 2003) (affording First Amendment 

protection to an artist’s use of photographs of Tiger Woods); J. Thomas McCarthy, The Rights of 

Publicity and Privacy § 8.65 (2013 ed.) (collecting cases); Hart, 717 F. 3d at 173 (Ambro, J., dissenting) 

(describing cases). 
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Comments and Questions 

1. Keller Settlement. In June 2014, the NCAA announced a $20 million settlement with Samuel 

Keller, the lead plaintiff in In re NCAA Student-Athlete Name & Likeness Licensing Litigation. This is in 

addition to a previous $40,000,000 settlement Electronic Arts and Collegiate Licensing Company 

announced to settle a variety of lawsuits, including Keller’s, over use of collegiate athletes’ likenesses 

in video games. The total $60 million settlement fund was distributed among approximately 75,000 

potentially eligible NCAA football and male basketball athletes with a cap of $5,000 per roster 

appearance per video game, with many athletes receiving significantly less than this amount. See Jon 

Solomon, EA and NCAA Video Game Settlements Have a $5,000-a-Year Cap, CBSSports.com, June 30, 

2014, http://www.cbssports.com/collegefootball/writer/jon-solomon/24601765/ea-and-ncaa-video-

game-settlements-have-5000-a-year-cap.  

2. The Fate of EA’s NCAA Football Series. In September 2013, EA announced that it would not 

produce a new NCAA Football video game in 2014, making NCAA Football 2014 the final instalment in 

the series. EA did so after the NCAA and three major football conferences (the Big Ten, Pac-12, and 

SEC) cut ties with EA in light of the college players’ intellectual property litigation against EA. See Steve 

Eder, E.A. Sports Settles Lawsuit With College Athletes, N.Y. TIMES, Sept. 26, 2013, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/27/sports/ncaafootball/ea-sports-wont-make-college-video-

game-in-2014.html?_r=0. 

3.  Using Right of Publicity to Evade Rogers. Like the Keller case, Jim Brown’s litigation against 

Electronic Arts provides a good example of the differences between trademark law’s defendant-

friendly approach to expressive uses and right of publicity law’s plaintiff-friendly approach. In Brown v. 

Electronic Arts, 724 F.3d 1235 (9th Cir. 2013), involving EA’s unauthorized use of Brown’s likeness in a 

video game, the Ninth Circuit invoked Rogers to rule against Brown on his § 43(a) claim. But not all 

was lost for him. He subsequently amended his complaint to add a California state right of publicity 

claim. EA eventually settled the case for $600,000. See JENNIFER E. ROTHMAN, THE RIGHT OF PUBLICITY 159 

(2018); Darren Rovell, Jim Brown Receives $600,000 to Dismiss Lawsuit Against Electronic Arts, ESPN, 

June 28, 2016, https://perma.cc/5DUZ-SA2B. 

4.  Celebrities’ Right of Publicity and Social Media. In April 2014 American actress and celebrity 

Katherine Hegel sued the drugstore chain Duane Reade for posting the tweet and photograph shown 

below. She claimed violation of federal false advertising law under Lanham Act § 43(a), 15 U.S.C. 

§ 1125(a), and New York state right of publicity law under N.Y. Civil Rights Law §§ 50 & 51. In August 

2014, the parties announced a settlement in which Duane Reade agreed to make a contribution of an 

undisclosed amount to a Katherine Heigl charity. See Eriq Gardner, Katherine Heigl Ends Lawsuit Over 

Duane Reade Tweet, Hollywood Reporter, Aug. 27, 2014, http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/thr-

esq/katherine-heigl-ends-lawsuit-duane-728552. 
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5. Non-Celebrities Right of Publicity and Social Media. In 2011, Facebook introduced its “Sponsored 

Stories” feature, which established as a default setting the insertion of advertisements into a user’s 

newsfeed based on recent conduct by the user, such as Like-ing an advertiser’s Facebook page or 

sharing location-based check-in information related to an advertiser. Distinguished only by the 

heading “Sponsored Story,” these advertisements looked very similar to a user’s status updates (see 

below). Facebook users brought a class action asserting violation of users’ right of publicity under 

California Civil Code § 3344(a). After the Northern District of California rejected Facebook’s motion to 

dismiss under § 3344(d)’s newsworthiness exception, Fraley v. Facebook, Inc., 830 F. Supp. 2d 785 

(N.D. Cal. 2011), Facebook ended its Sponsored Stories program and paid $20 million to settle the 

dispute. See Mike Wheatley, Facebook Kills “Sponsored Stories” but Your Face Will Still Be Used in Ads, 

SiliconANGLE.com, Jan. 13, 2014, http://siliconangle.com/blog/2014/01/13/facebook-kills-

sponsored-stories-but-your-face-will-still-be-used-in-its-ads/. In a press release, Facebook announced 

a different approach: “Last year . . . [w]e also announced that marketers will no longer be able to 

purchase sponsored stories separately; instead, social context—stories about social actions your 

friends have taken, such as liking a page or checking in to a restaurant—is now eligible to appear next 

to all ads shown to friends on Facebook.” An Update to Facebook Ads, Facebook.com Jan. 9, 2014, 

https://www.facebook.com/notes/facebook-and-privacy/an-update-to-facebook-

ads/643198592396693. 

1 

 

1 From http://siliconangle.com/blog/2014/01/13/facebook-kills-sponsored-stories-but-your-

face-will-still-be-used-in-its-ads/. 
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VI. Remedies  

A. Injunctive Relief 

Lanham Act § 34(a), 15 U.S.C. § 1116(a) 

The several courts vested with jurisdiction of civil actions arising under this chapter 

shall have power to grant injunctions, according to the principles of equity and upon such 

terms as the court may deem reasonable, to prevent the violation of any right of the 

registrant of a mark registered in the Patent and Trademark Office or to prevent a 

violation under subsection (a), (c), or (d) of section 1125 of this title. A plaintiff seeking 

any such injunction shall be entitled to a rebuttable presumption of irreparable harm 

upon a finding of a violation identified in this subsection in the case of a motion for a 

permanent injunction or upon a finding of likelihood of success on the merits for a 

violation identified in this subsection in the case of a motion for a preliminary injunction 

or temporary restraining order. . . . 

The primary remedy that most trademark and false advertising plaintiffs seek is injunctive relief, 

often in the form of a preliminary injunction. Though the circuits’ criteria for a preliminary (or 

permanent) injunction vary somewhat, most circuits have traditionally required the plaintiff to show: 

(1) a likelihood of success on the merits, (2) a likelihood of irreparable harm in the absence of the 

injunction, (3) that the balance of the hardships tip in the movant’s favor, and (4) that the injunction 

would not be adverse to the public interest. The Second Circuit, by contrast, has formulated a different 

test: “A party seeking a preliminary injunction must establish (1) irreparable harm and (2) either (a) a 

likelihood of success on the merits or (b) a sufficiently serious question going to the merits and a 

balance of hardships tipping decidedly in the moving party’s favor.” Brennan’s, Inc. v. Brennan’s Rest., 

L.L.C., 360 F.3d 125, 129 (2d Cir. 2004). 

The second sentence of Lanham Act § 34(a) provides that if a plaintiff establishes infringement 

(or in the case of a motion for a preliminary injunction, a likelihood of success on the merits), it is 

entitled to a rebuttable presumption of irreparable harm. This provision was added to the Lanham Act 

by the Trademark Modernization Act, which the President signed into law on December 27, 2020. Up 

until the Supreme Court’s decision in the patent case eBay Inc. v. MercExchange, LLC, 547 U.S. 388 

(2006), most circuits traditionally held that a showing of a likelihood of confusion or dilution triggered 

a presumption of irreparable harm. See, e.g., Federal Exp. Corp. v. Federal Espresso, Inc., 201 F.3d 168, 

174 (2d Cir. 2000) (“[P]roof of a likelihood of confusion would create a presumption of irreparable 

harm, and thus a plaintiff would not need to prove such harm independently”). But some circuits held 

that after eBay, this presumption was no longer tenable. For example, in Herb Reed Enterprises, LLC v. 

Florida Entertainment Management, Inc., 736 F.3d 1239 (9th Cir. 2013), the Ninth Circuit reasoned: 

In eBay, the Court held that the traditional four-factor test employed by courts of equity, 

including the requirement that the plaintiff must establish irreparable injury in seeking a 

permanent injunction, applies in the patent context. 547 U.S. at 391. Likening injunctions 

in patent cases to injunctions under the Copyright Act, the Court explained that it “has 

consistently rejected . . . a rule that an injunction automatically follows a determination 

that a copyright has been infringed,” and emphasized that a departure from the 

traditional principles of equity “should not be lightly implied.” Id. at 391–93 (citations 

omitted). The same principle applies to trademark infringement under the Lanham Act. 

Just as “[n]othing in the Patent Act indicates that Congress intended such a departure,” so 

too nothing in the Lanham Act indicates that Congress intended a departure for 

trademark infringement cases. Id. at 391–92. Both statutes provide that injunctions may 

be granted in accordance with “the principles of equity.” 35 U.S.C. § 283; 15 U.S.C. 

§ 1116(a). 
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Herb Reed Enterprises, 736 F.3d at 1249. Revised Lanham Act § 34(a) definitively overrides this 

reasoning.

Comments and Questions 

1. Should eBay apply to trademark law? Mark Lemley has criticized the manner in which courts 

formerly applied eBay to trademark law: 

I think eBay was a good—indeed, great—development in patent law and copyright law. 

Trademark, however, is different. The purposes of trademark law—and whom it 

benefits—should lead us to treat trademark injunctions differently than patent and 

copyright injunctions. Further, trademark courts have misinterpreted eBay, treating each 

of the four factors as a requirement rather than a consideration. That is a particular 

problem in trademark law, where proof of future injury can be elusive. And perhaps most 

remarkably, courts have expanded eBay in trademark cases at the same time they have 

denied damages relief, with the result that trademark owners can and do win their case 

only to receive no remedy at all. The result is a very real risk that courts will hurt rather 

than help consumers by allowing confusion to continue. 

Mark A. Lemley, Did eBay Irreparably Injure Trademark Law?, 92 NOTRE DAME L. REV. 1795, 1796 

(2017). Lemley notes in particular that due to trademark courts’ strict application of eBay and 

trademark law’s heightened requirements for the award of monetary damages or defendant’s profits, 

“[t]he result is that sometimes plaintiffs win their cases but are awarded exactly nothing—no damages 

and no injunction.” Id. at 1808. 

2. Injunctive relief and the right to a trial by jury. If only injunctive relief is sought, then the case is 

purely equitable and neither party has the right to a jury trial. For this reason, plaintiffs may 

sometimes seek only an injunction (and not damages or defendant’s profits) so that the defendant 

cannot demand a jury trial. See, e.g., Toyota Motor Sales, U.S.A., Inc. v. Tabari, 610 F.3d 1171, 1183–84 

(9th Cir. 2010) (“Finally, we consider the Tabaris’ claim that the district court deprived them of their 

right to a trial by jury when it failed to empanel a jury to decide Toyota’s trademark claims. Because 

Toyota only sought an injunction, the district court did not err by resolving its claims in a bench trial. 

Nor were the Tabaris entitled to a jury trial on their equitable defenses to those claims, or their 

counterclaims seeking declarations of trademark invalidity and non-infringement.” (citations 

omitted)). Why might a giant foreign multinational seek to avoid a jury trial in a case against a small 

business run by a local married couple? 

B. Plaintiff’s Damages and Defendant’s Profits 

Lanham Act § 35, 15 U.S.C. § 1117 

(a) Profits; damages and costs; attorney fees 

When a violation of any right of the registrant of a mark registered in the Patent and 

Trademark Office, a violation under section 1125(a) or (d) of this title, or a willful 

violation under section 1125(c) of this title, shall have been established in any civil action 

arising under this chapter, the plaintiff shall be entitled, subject to the provisions of 

sections 11111 and 11142 of this title, and subject to the principles of equity, to recover 

 

1 {15 U.S.C. § 1111 reads as follows: “Notwithstanding the provisions of section 1072 of this title, a 

registrant of a mark registered in the Patent and Trademark Office, may give notice that his mark is 

registered by displaying with the mark the words “Registered in U.S. Patent and Trademark Office” or 

“Reg. U.S. Pat. & Tm. Off.” or the letter R enclosed within a circle, thus ®; and in any suit for 

infringement under this chapter by such a registrant failing to give such notice of registration, no 
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(1) defendant’s profits, (2) any damages sustained by the plaintiff, and (3) the costs of the 

action. The court shall assess such profits and damages or cause the same to be assessed 

under its direction. In assessing profits the plaintiff shall be required to prove 

defendant’s sales only; defendant must prove all elements of cost or deduction claimed. 

In assessing damages the court may enter judgment, according to the circumstances of 

the case, for any sum above the amount found as actual damages, not exceeding three 

times such amount. If the court shall find that the amount of the recovery based on 

profits is either inadequate or excessive the court may in its discretion enter judgment 

for such sum as the court shall find to be just, according to the circumstances of the case. 

Such sum in either of the above circumstances shall constitute compensation and not a 

penalty. The court in exceptional cases may award reasonable attorney fees to the 

prevailing party. 

 . . . . 

(d) Statutory damages for violation of section 1125(d)(1) 

In a case involving a violation of section 1125(d)(1) of this title, the plaintiff may 

elect, at any time before final judgment is rendered by the trial court, to recover, instead 

of actual damages and profits, an award of statutory damages in the amount of not less 

than $1,000 and not more than $100,000 per domain name, as the court considers just. 

1. Recovery of Defendant’s Profits 

a. Willful Intent and Profits 

Romag Fasteners, Inc. v. Fossil, Inc. 

590 U.S. __, 140 S.Ct. 1492 (2020) 

Justice GORSUCH delivered the opinion of the Court. 

[1] When it comes to remedies for trademark infringement, the Lanham Act authorizes many. A 

district court may award a winning plaintiff injunctive relief, damages, or the defendant’s ill-gotten 

profits. Without question, a defendant’s state of mind may have a bearing on what relief a plaintiff 

should receive. An innocent trademark violator often stands in very different shoes than an intentional 

one. But some circuits have gone further. These courts hold a plaintiff can win a profits remedy, in 

particular, only after showing the defendant willfully infringed its trademark. The question before us is 

whether that categorical rule can be reconciled with the statute’s plain language. 

[2] The question comes to us in a case involving handbag fasteners. Romag sells magnetic snap 

fasteners for use in leather goods. Fossil designs, markets, and distributes a wide range of fashion 

accessories. Years ago, the pair signed an agreement allowing Fossil to use Romag’s fasteners in 

Fossil’s handbags and other products. Initially, both sides seemed content with the arrangement. But in 

time Romag discovered that the factories Fossil hired in China to make its products were using 

counterfeit Romag fasteners—and that Fossil was doing little to guard against the practice. Unable to 

resolve its concerns amicably, Romag sued. The company alleged that Fossil had infringed its 

trademark and falsely represented that its fasteners came from Romag. After trial, a jury agreed with 

 

profits and no damages shall be recovered under the provisions of this chapter unless the defendant 

had actual notice of the registration.”} 

2 {15 U.S.C. § 1114 provides safe harbors for publishers and distributors of physical and electronic 

media, including those in which infringing advertisements appear, when they qualify as “innocent 

infringers”.} 
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Romag, and found that Fossil had acted “in callous disregard” of Romag’s rights. At the same time, 

however, the jury rejected Romag’s accusation that Fossil had acted willfully, as that term was defined 

by the district court. 

[3] For our purposes, the last finding is the important one. By way of relief for Fossil’s trademark 

violation, Romag sought (among other things) an order requiring Fossil to hand over the profits it had 

earned thanks to its trademark violation. But the district court refused this request. The court pointed 

out that controlling Second Circuit precedent requires a plaintiff seeking a profits award to prove that 

the defendant’s violation was willful. Not all circuits, however, agree with the Second Circuit’s rule. We 

took this case to resolve that dispute over the law’s demands. 139 S.Ct. 2778 (2019). 

 [4] Where does Fossil’s proposed willfulness rule come from? The relevant section of the Lanham 

Act governing remedies for trademark violations, § 35, 60 Stat. 439–440, as amended, 15 U.S.C. 

§ 1117(a), says this: 

“When a violation of any right of the registrant of a mark registered in the Patent and 

Trademark Office, a violation under section 1125(a) or (d) of this title, or a willful 

violation under section 1125(c) of this title, shall have been established . . ., the plaintiff 

shall be entitled, subject to the provisions of sections 1111 and 1114 of this title, and 

subject to the principles of equity, to recover (1) defendant’s profits, (2) any damages 

sustained by the plaintiff, and (3) the costs of the action.” 

Immediately, this language spells trouble for Fossil and the circuit precedent on which it relies. The 

statute does make a showing of willfulness a precondition to a profits award when the plaintiff 

proceeds under § 1125(c). That section, added to the Lanham Act some years after its initial adoption, 

creates a cause of action for trademark dilution—conduct that lessens the association consumers have 

with a trademark. But Romag alleged and proved a violation of § 1125(a), a provision establishing a 

cause of action for the false or misleading use of trademarks. And in cases like that, the statutory 

language has never required a showing of willfulness to win a defendant’s profits. Yes, the law tells us 

that a profits award is subject to limitations found in §§ 1111 and 1114. But no one suggests those 

cross-referenced sections contain the rule Fossil seeks. Nor does this Court usually read into statutes 

words that aren’t there. It’s a temptation we are doubly careful to avoid when Congress has (as here) 

included the term in question elsewhere in the very same statutory provision. 

[5] A wider look at the statute’s structure gives us even more reason for pause. The Lanham Act 

speaks often and expressly about mental states. Section 1117(b) requires courts to treble profits or 

damages and award attorney’s fees when a defendant engages in certain acts intentionally and with 

specified knowledge. Section 1117(c) increases the cap on statutory damages from $200,000 to 

$2,000,000 for certain willful violations. Section 1118 permits courts to order the infringing items be 

destroyed if a plaintiff proves any violation of § 1125(a) or a willful violation of § 1125(c). Section 1114 

makes certain innocent infringers subject only to injunctions. Elsewhere, the statute specifies certain 

mens rea standards needed to establish liability, before even getting to the question of remedies. See, 

e.g., §§ 1125(d)(1)(A)(i), (B)(i) (prohibiting certain conduct only if undertaken with “bad faith intent” 

and listing nine factors relevant to ascertaining bad faith intent). Without doubt, the Lanham Act 

exhibits considerable care with mens rea standards. The absence of any such standard in the provision 

before us, thus, seems all the more telling. 

[6] So how exactly does Fossil seek to conjure a willfulness requirement out of § 1117(a)? Lacking 

any more obvious statutory hook, the company points to the language indicating that a violation under 

§ 1125(a) can trigger an award of the defendant’s profits “subject to the principles of equity.” In 

Fossil’s telling, equity courts historically required a showing of willfulness before authorizing a profits 

remedy in trademark disputes. Admittedly, equity courts didn’t require so much in patent 

infringement cases and other arguably analogous suits. See, e.g., Dowagiac Mfg. Co. v. Minnesota Moline 

Plow Co., 235 U.S. 641, 644, 650–651 (1915). But, Fossil says, trademark is different. There alone, a 
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willfulness requirement was so long and universally recognized that today it rises to the level of a 

“principle of equity” the Lanham Act carries forward. 

[7] It’s a curious suggestion. Fossil’s contention that the term “principles of equity” includes a 

willfulness requirement would not directly contradict the statute’s other, express mens rea provisions 

or render them wholly superfluous. But it would require us to assume that Congress intended to 

incorporate a willfulness requirement here obliquely while it prescribed mens rea conditions expressly 

elsewhere throughout the Lanham Act. That might be possible, but on first blush it isn’t exactly an 

obvious construction of the statute. 

[8] Nor do matters improve with a second look. The phrase “principles of equity” doesn’t readily 

bring to mind a substantive rule about mens rea from a discrete domain like trademark law. In the 

context of this statute, it more naturally suggests fundamental rules that apply more systematically 

across claims and practice areas. A principle is a “fundamental truth or doctrine, as of law; a 

comprehensive rule or doctrine which furnishes a basis or origin for others.” Black’s Law Dictionary 

1417 (3d ed. 1933); Black’s Law Dictionary 1357 (4th ed. 1951). And treatises and handbooks on the 

“principles of equity” generally contain transsubstantive guidance on broad and fundamental 

questions about matters like parties, modes of proof, defenses, and remedies. . . . Our precedent, too, 

has used the term “principles of equity” to refer to just such transsubstantive topics. See, e.g., eBay Inc. 

v. MercExchange, L. L. C., 547 U.S. 388, 391 (2006) . . . . Congress itself has elsewhere used “equitable 

principles” in just this way: An amendment to a different section of the Lanham Act lists “laches, 

estoppel, and acquiescence” as examples of “equitable principles.” 15 U.S.C. § 1069. Given all this, it 

seems a little unlikely Congress meant “principles of equity” to direct us to a narrow rule about a 

profits remedy within trademark law. 

[9] But even if we were to spot Fossil that first essential premise of its argument, the next has 

problems too. From the record the parties have put before us, it’s far from clear whether trademark 

law historically required a showing of willfulness before allowing a profits remedy. The Trademark Act 

of 1905—the Lanham Act’s statutory predecessor which many earlier cases interpreted and applied—

did not mention such a requirement. It’s true, as Fossil notes, that some courts proceeding before the 

1905 Act, and even some later cases following that Act, did treat willfulness or something like it as a 

prerequisite for a profits award and rarely authorized profits for purely good-faith infringement. See, 

e.g., Horlick’s Malted Milk Corp. v. Horluck’s, Inc., 51 F.2d 357, 359 (W.D. Wash. 1931) (explaining that 

the plaintiff “cannot recover defendant’s profits unless it has been shown beyond a reasonable doubt 

that defendant was guilty of willful fraud in the use of the enjoined trade-name”); see also Saxlehner v. 

Siegel-Cooper Co., 179 U.S. 42, 42–43 (1900) (holding that one defendant “should not be required to 

account for gains and profits” when it “appear[ed] to have acted in good faith”). But Romag cites other 

cases that expressly rejected any such rule. See, e.g., Oakes v. Tonsmierre, 49 F. 447, 453 (C.C.S.D. Ala. 

1883); see also Stonebraker v. Stonebraker, 33 Md. 252, 268 (1870); Lawrence-Williams Co. v. Societe 

Enfants Gombault et Cie, 52 F.2d 774, 778 (C.A.6 1931). 

[10] The confusion doesn’t end there. Other authorities advanced still different understandings 

about the relationship between mens rea and profits awards in trademark cases. See, e.g., H. Nims, Law 

of Unfair Competition and Trade-Marks § 424 (2d ed. 1917) (“An accounting will not be ordered where 

the infringing party acted innocently and in ignorance of the plaintiff’s rights”); N. Hesseltine, Digest of 

the Law of Trade-Marks and Unfair Trade 305 (1906) (contrasting a case holding “[n]o account as to 

profits allowed except as to user after knowledge of plaintiff’s right to trademark” and one permitting 

profits “although defendant did not know of infringement” (emphasis added)). And the vast majority of 

the cases both Romag and Fossil cite simply failed to speak clearly to the issue one way or another. See, 

e.g., Hostetter v. Vowinkle, 12 F.Cas. 546, 547 (No. 6,714) (C.C.D. Neb. 1871); Graham v. Plate, 40 Cal. 

593, 597–599 (1871); Hemmeter Cigar Co. v. Congress Cigar Co., 118 F.2d 64, 71–72 (C.A.6 1941). 

[11] At the end of it all, the most we can say with certainty is this. Mens rea figured as an 

important consideration in awarding profits in pre-Lanham Act cases. This reflects the ordinary, 
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transsubstantive principle that a defendant’s mental state is relevant to assigning an appropriate 

remedy. That principle arises not only in equity, but across many legal contexts. See, e.g., Smith v. 

Wade, 461 U.S. 30, 38–51 (1983) (42 U.S.C. § 1983); Morissette v. United States, 342 U.S. 246, 250–263 

(1952) (criminal law); Wooden-Ware Co. v. United States, 106 U.S. 432, 434–435 (1882) (common law 

trespass). It’s a principle reflected in the Lanham Act’s text, too, which permits greater statutory 

damages for certain willful violations than for other violations. 15 U.S.C. § 1117(c). And it is a principle 

long reflected in equity practice where district courts have often considered a defendant’s mental 

state, among other factors, when exercising their discretion in choosing a fitting remedy. . .  Given these 

traditional principles, we do not doubt that a trademark defendant’s mental state is a highly important 

consideration in determining whether an award of profits is appropriate. But acknowledging that 

much is a far cry from insisting on the inflexible precondition to recovery Fossil advances.  

[12] With little to work with in the statute’s language, structure, and history, Fossil ultimately 

rests on an appeal to policy. The company tells us that stouter restraints on profits awards are needed 

to deter “baseless” trademark suits. Meanwhile, Romag insists that its reading of the statute will 

promote greater respect for trademarks in the “modern global economy.” As these things go, amici 

amplify both sides’ policy arguments. Maybe, too, each side has a point. But the place for reconciling 

competing and incommensurable policy goals like these is before policymakers. This Court’s limited 

role is to read and apply the law those policymakers have ordained, and here our task is clear. The 

judgment of the court of appeals is vacated, and the case is remanded for further proceedings 

consistent with this opinion. 

It is so ordered. 

 

Justice ALITO, with whom Justice BREYER and Justice KAGAN join, concurring. 

[13] We took this case to decide whether willful infringement is a prerequisite to an award of 

profits under 15 U.S.C. § 1117(a). The decision below held that willfulness is such a prerequisite. App. 

to Pet. for Cert. 32a. That is incorrect. The relevant authorities, particularly pre-Lanham Act case law, 

show that willfulness is a highly important consideration in awarding profits under § 1117(a), but not 

an absolute precondition. I would so hold and concur on that ground. 

 

Justice SOTOMAYOR, concurring in the judgment. 

[14] I agree that 15 U.S.C. § 1117(a) does not impose a “willfulness” prerequisite for awarding 

profits in trademark infringement actions. Courts of equity, however, defined “willfulness” to 

encompass a range of culpable mental states—including the equivalent of recklessness, but excluding 

“good faith” or negligence. See 5 McCarthy on Trademarks and Unfair Competition § 30:62 (5th ed. 

2019) (explaining that “willfulness” ranged from fraudulent and knowing to reckless and indifferent 

behavior); see also, e.g., Lawrence-Williams Co. v. Societe Enfants Gombault et Cie, 52 F.2d 774, 778 

(C.A.6 1931); Regis v. Jaynes, 191 Mass. 245, 248–249, 77 N.E. 774, 776 (1906). 

[15] The majority suggests that courts of equity were just as likely to award profits for such 

“willful” infringement as they were for “innocent” infringement. Ante, at 1496 – 1497. But that does not 

reflect the weight of authority, which indicates that profits were hardly, if ever, awarded for innocent 

infringement. See, e.g., Wood v. Peffer, 55 Cal.App.2d 116, 125, 130 P.2d 220 (1942) (explaining that 

“equity constantly refuses, for want of fraudulent intent, the prayer for an accounting of profits”); 

Globe-Wernicke Co. v. Safe-Cabinet Co., 110 Ohio St. 609, 617, 144 N.E. 711, 713 (1924) (“By the great 

weight of authority, particularly where the infringement . . . was deliberate and willful, it is held that 

the wrongdoer is required to account for all profits realized by him as a result of his wrongful acts”); 

Dickey v. Mutual Film Corp., 186 A.D. 701, 702, 174 N.Y.S. 784 (1919) (declining to award profits 

because there was “no proof of any fraudulent intent upon the part of the defendant”); Standard Cigar 

Co. v. Goldsmith, 58 Pa.Super. 33, 37 (1914) (reasoning that a defendant “should be compelled to 
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account for . . . profits” where “the infringement complained of was not the result of mistake or 

ignorance of the plaintiff ‘s right”). Nor would doing so seem to be consistent with longstanding 

equitable principles which, after all, seek to deprive only wrongdoers of their gains from misconduct. 

Cf. Duplate Corp. v. Triplex Safety Glass Co., 298 U.S. 448, 456–457, 56 S.Ct. 792, 80 L.Ed. 1274 (1936). 

Thus, a district court’s award of profits for innocent or good-faith trademark infringement would not 

be consonant with the “principles of equity” referenced in § 1117(a) and reflected in the cases the 

majority cites. Ante at 1496 – 1497. 

[16] Because the majority is agnostic about awarding profits for both “willful” and innocent 

infringement as those terms have been understood, I concur in the judgment only. 

Questions and Comments 

1. What happened on remand in Romag? On remand, the district court awarded Romag only 

$90,759.36 in disgorged profits, far less than the $6.8 million the jury had originally advised. Romag 

Fasteners, Inc. v. Fossil, Inc., No. 10 Civ. 1827, 2021 WL 1700695, at *1,*7 (D. Conn. Apr. 29, 2021). The 

court explained that “Fossil’s mens rea was, at most, negligent,” it had engaged in “chicanery” in its 

litigation tactics, and it should not be rewarded for having chosen to forego statutory damages in 

“gambling” for a higher disgorgement award. Id. 

b. Actual Confusion and Profits 

Most circuits do not require a showing of actual confusion to trigger a disgorgement of 

defendant’s profits. See, e.g., Web Printing Controls Co., Inc. v. Oxy-Dry Corp., 906 F.2d 1202, 1205 (7th 

Cir. 1990) (“These remedies [including a recovery of defendant’s profits] flow not from the plaintiff’s 

proof of its injury or damage, but from its proof of the defendant’s unjust enrichment or the need for 

deterrence, for example . . . . To collapse the two inquiries of violation and remedy into one which asks 

only of the plaintiff’s injury, as did the district court, is to read out of the Lanham Act the remedies that 

do not rely on proof of ‘injury caused by actual confusion.’ And this, of course, is improper.”); Gracie v. 

Gracie, 217 F.3d 1060, 1068 (9th Cir. 2000) (“[A] showing of actual confusion is not necessary to 

obtain a recovery of profits.”). 

There has been considerable uncertainty over whether the Second Circuit requires a showing of 

actual confusion to support an award of profits. In 4 Pillar Dynasty LLC v. New York & Co., Inc., 933 F.3d 

202, 212 (2d Cir. 2019), however, it explained: “To dispel any doubts as to this question, we write to 

clarify that, in our Circuit, a plaintiff need not establish actual consumer confusion to recover lost 

profits under the Lanham Act.” Id. at 212. 

Note that Lanham Act § 35(a) provides: “In assessing profits the plaintiff shall be required to 

prove defendant’s sales only; defendant must prove all elements of cost or deduction claimed.” 

2. Recovery of Plaintiff’s Damages 

a. Willful Intent and Damages  

Court typically do not require a showing of defendant’s willful intent for damages to be awarded. 

See, e.g., Gen. Elec. Co. v. Speicher, 877 F.2d 531, 535 (7th Cir. 1989) (“[E]ven if he is an innocent 

infringer he ought at least reimburse the plaintiff’s losses.”). 

b. Actual Confusion and Damages  

Courts typically require a showing of actual confusion for damages to be awarded. See, e.g., 

Brunswick Corp. v. Spinit Reel Co., 832 F.2d 513, 523 (10th Cir. 1987) (“Likelihood of confusion is 

insufficient; to recover damages plaintiff must prove it has been damaged by actual consumer 

confusion or deception resulting from the violation . . . . Actual consumer confusion may be shown by 

direct evidence, a diversion of sales or direct testimony from the public, or by circumstantial evidence 

such as consumer surveys.”); Int’l Star Class Yacht Racing Ass’n v. Tommy Hilfiger, U.S.A., Inc., 80 F.3d 



Beebe  –  Trademark Law: An Open-Source Casebook 

807 

V8.0/2021-11-12 

749, 753 (2d Cir. 1996) (“Proof of actual confusion is ordinarily required for recovery of damages for 

pecuniary loss sustained by the plaintiff.”). “Such damages may include compensation for (1) lost sales 

or revenue; (2) sales at lower prices; (3) harm to market reputation; or (4) expenditures to prevent, 

correct, or mitigate consumer confusion.” Id. “The apparent justification for making actual confusion a 

threshold requirement is that it is a proxy for actual marketplace damage that can be difficult to 

prove.” 3 GILSON ON TRADEMARKS § 14.03 (2019). 

3. Enhanced Damages and Profits 

Lanham Act § 35(a), 15 U.S.C. 1117(a), empowers the court to award an amount up to three times 

the plaintiff’s actual damages and to award profits “for such sum as the court shall find to be just.” 

Enhanced damages or profits cannot be punitive in nature. See Fifty-Six Hope Rd. Music, Ltd. v. A.V.E.L.A., 

Inc., 778 F.3d 1059, 1077 (9th Cir. 2015) (“The district court ought to tread lightly when deciding 

whether to award increased profits, because granting an increase could easily transfigure an 

otherwise-acceptable compensatory award into an impermissible punitive measure. Generally, actual, 

proven profits will adequately compensate the plaintiff. Because the profit disgorgement remedy is 

measured by the defendant’s gain, the district court should award actual, proven profits unless the 

defendant infringer gained more from the infringement than the defendant’s profits reflect.” (citation 

omitted)). 

4. The Notice Requirement for Registered Marks 

Lanham Act § 29, 15 U.S.C. § 1111, makes clear that the owner of a registered mark must provide 

statutorily-prescribed notice of the mark’s registered status (typically in the form of the circle-R) in 

order to recover profits and damages for infringement of the mark. In the event that the owner fails to 

provide statutorily-prescribed notice, then the owner can recover profits and damages only for 

infringing conduct that occurred after the owner provided the infringer with actual notice of the 

mark’s registered status. 

What about unregistered marks protected under Lanham Act § 43(a), 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a)? 

McCarthy summarizes the strange state of affairs: “[T]he statutory notice requirement is not a 

limitation on recovery of damages under a § 43(a) count for infringement of an unregistered mark. . . . 

This means that a trademark owner can sue under Lanham Act § 43(a) for damages from infringing 

acts occurring prior to registration unaffected by the notice requirement and under Lanham Act 

§ 32(1) for damages for acts post-registration so long as the notice requirement is met.” 3 MCCARTHY ON 

TRADEMARKS AND UNFAIR COMPETITION § 19:144 (5th ed. 2019). See also GTFM, Inc. v. Solid Clothing, Inc., 

215 F. Supp. 2d 273, 306 (S.D.N.Y. 2002). 

Finally, can a registrant who fails to provide notice nevertheless claim all of its profits and 

damages under Lanham Act § 43(a) rather than Lanham Act § 32, thus avoiding the limitation on 

recovery set out in Lanham Act § 29? Probably not. See Audemars Piguet Holding S.A. v. Swiss Watch 

Int'l, Inc., 46 F. Supp. 3d 255, 290 (S.D.N.Y. 2014) (“[A]fter a mark has been registered, Section 1111 

limits Plaintiffs' recovery under Section 1117(a) for both Section 32 and Section 43(a) violations.”). 

C. Corrective Advertising 

Corrective advertising by defendant. Courts may order defendants to engage in corrective 

advertising to mitigate the consumer confusion that their conduct has caused. Corrective advertising 

orders are especially common in false advertising cases. See, e.g., Merck Eprova AG v. Gnosis S.p.A., 760 

F.3d 247, 264 (2d Cir. 2014) (affirming a corrective advertising injunction ordering defendant to 

advertise on its homepage and various other websites and magazines that it had been ordered by the 

court to explain the difference between its products and plaintiff’s products, and finding that the 

corrective advertising order paired with recovery of defendant’s profits did not constitute unfair 

double recovery). 
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Corrective advertising by plaintiff. Courts may also take into account in their award of damages the 

cost to a plaintiff of running corrective advertising to mitigate confusion caused by the defendant and 

to restore the plaintiff to the position it would have been in had defendant not infringed. See, e.g., Big O 

Tire Dealers, Inc. v. Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co., 561 F.2d 1365, 1375-76 (10th Cir. 1977) (following FTC 

practices, awarding plaintiff 25% of defendant’s advertising budget, or $678,302, to cover the cost of 

plaintiff’s corrective advertising). 

D. Attorney’s Fees 

In Fleischmann Distilling Corp. v. Maier Brewing Co., 386 U.S. 714 (1967), the Supreme Court held 

that the Lanham Act did not provide for the award of attorney’s fees to the prevailing party. In 1975, 

Congress amended Lanham Act § 35(a), 15 U.S.C. 1117(a), by adding the sentence: “The court in 

exceptional cases may award reasonable attorney fees to the prevailing party.” 

Up until the Supreme Court decision in Octane Fitness, LLC v. ICON Health & Fitness, Inc., 134 S. Ct. 

1749 (2014), the doctrine relating to what makes a trademark case “exceptional” for purposes of 

recovery of attorney’s fees varied randomly across the circuits. See Nightingale Home Healthcare, Inc. v. 

Anodyne Therapy, LLC, 626 F.3d 958 (7th Cir. 2010) (Posner, J.) (reviewing the “jumble” of the circuits’ 

tests for an award of attorney’s fees); Yankee Candle Co. v. Bridgewater Candle Co., LLC, 140 F. Supp. 2d 

111, 120 (D. Mass. 2001) (discussing the “rainbow of standards” among the circuits). The circuits 

generally required (i) bad faith by the defendant, (ii) willful infringement, or (iii) bad faith, vexatious, 

or “oppressive” litigation. See Eagles, Ltd. v. American Eagle Foundation, 356 F.3d 724, 728 (6th Cir. 

2004) (defining “oppressive” litigation). Some circuits applied different evidentiary and substantive 

standards depending on whether the prevailing party was the plaintiff or the defendant. See 

Nightingale Home Healthcare, 626 F.3d at 961. 

Octane Fitness has since begun to exert some discipline on the circuits’ approaches. In Octane 

Fitness, the Supreme Court interpreted the meaning of the Patent Act’s fee-shifting provision, 35 U.S.C. 

§ 285, which is identical to Lanham Act § 35(a).3 The effect of the Court’s interpretation was to relax 

significantly the standard for fee-shifting in the patent context. In light of the identity of 35 U.S.C. § 285 

and Lanham Act § 35(a), the circuits have begun to apply Octane Fitness in the trademark context as 

well. See, e.g., Sleepy’s LLC v. Select Comfort Wholesale Corp., 909 F.3d 519, 531 (2d Cir. 2018); SunEarth, 

Inc. v. Sun Earth Solar Power Co., 839 F.3d 1179, 1181 (9th Cir. 2016); Georgia–Pac. Consumer Prods. LP 

v. von Drehle Corp., 781 F.3d 710 (4th Cir. 2015), as amended (Apr. 15, 2015); Slep–Tone Entm’t Corp. v. 

Karaoke Kandy Store, Inc., 782 F.3d 313, 317–18 (6th Cir. 2015); Fair Wind Sailing, Inc. v. Dempster, 764 

F.3d 303 (3d Cir. 2014). Those circuits that have not yet incorporated Octane Fitness will very likely do 

so when given the opportunity. 

In Baker v. DeShong, 821 F.3d 620, 625 (5th Cir. 2016), the Fifth Circuit spelled out the new 

standards that courts should apply to determine if the case before it is an “exceptional case” under 

Lanham Act § 35(a): 

 

3 The Octane Fitness standard is not itself especially clear. See Octane Fitness, LLC v. ICON Health & 

Fitness, Inc., 572 U.S. 545, 554 (2014) (“We hold, then, that an ‘exceptional’ case is simply one that 

stands out from others with respect to the substantive strength of a party’s litigating position 

(considering both the governing law and the facts of the case) or the unreasonable manner in which 

the case was litigated. District courts may determine whether a case is ‘exceptional’ in the case-by-case 

exercise of their discretion, considering the totality of the circumstances.”). While Octane Fitness 

addressed whether a defendant could obtain attorney’s fees for defending against a plaintiff’s allegedly 

meritless claim, the case is understood in trademark law to apply to fee-shifting in either direction. 
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We merge Octane Fitness’s definition of “exceptional” into our interpretation of § 1117(a) 

and construe its meaning as follows: an exceptional case is one where (1) in considering 

both governing law and the facts of the case, the case stands out from others with respect 

to the substantive strength of a party’s litigating position; or (2) the unsuccessful party 

has litigated the case in an “unreasonable manner.” See Octane Fitness, 134 S.Ct. at 1756. 

The district court must address this issue “in the case-by-case exercise of their discretion, 

considering the totality of the circumstances.” See id. 

Id. at 625. It remains to be seen how courts will apply these standards to the facts before them, and 

what role defendant’s bad faith or willful infringement might continue to play. 

E. Counterfeiting Remedies 

In essence, for the defendant’s conduct to constitute counterfeiting, (1) the plaintiff’s mark must 

be registered and in use at the time of the defendant’s conduct, (2) the defendant’s mark must be 

identical with or substantially indistinguishable from the plaintiff’s mark, (3) the defendant must be 

using its mark in connection with goods or services for which the plaintiff’s mark is registered, and (4) 

the defendant must be using its mark without authorization from the plaintiff. 

Lanham Act § 34(d)(1)(B), 15 U.S.C. § 1116(d)(1)(B), defines the term “counterfeit mark”: 

(B) As used in this subsection the term “counterfeit mark” means-- 

(i) a counterfeit of a mark that is registered on the principal register in the United 

States Patent and Trademark Office for such goods or services sold, offered for sale, or 

distributed and that is in use, whether or not the person against whom relief is sought 

knew such mark was so registered; or 

(ii) a spurious designation that is identical with, or substantially indistinguishable 

from, a designation as to which the remedies of this chapter are made available by reason 

of section 220506 of Title 36 {relating to Olympics designations}; 

but such term does not include any mark or designation used on or in connection with 

goods or services of which the manufacture or producer was, at the time of the 

manufacture or production in question authorized to use the mark or designation for the 

type of goods or services so manufactured or produced, by the holder of the right to use 

such mark or designation. 

Lanham Act § 45, 15 U.S.C. § 1127, additionally provides a definition of “counterfeit”: “A ‘counterfeit’ is 

a spurious mark which is identical with, or substantially indistinguishable from, a registered mark.” 

The Lanham Act § 45 definition of “counterfeit” is largely subsumed under the Lanham Act § 34 

definition of “counterfeit mark,” but § 45 adds the important detail that the similarity standard for 

purposes of determining counterfeiting is identity or near identity (“substantially indistinguishable 

from”). 

The remedies for counterfeiting are severe. They may consist primarily of (1) mandatory treble 

damages or, at the plaintiff’s election, statutory damages, (2) ex parte seizure of the counterfeit goods, 

(3) attorney’s fees, (4) prejudgment interest, and (5) civil destruction orders. The statutory provisions 

relating to treble damages and statutory damages appear in Lanham Act § 35(b) & (c), 15 U.S.C. 

§ 1117(b) & (c): 

(b) Treble damages for use of counterfeit mark 

In assessing damages under subsection (a) for any violation of section 1114(1)(a) of 

this title or section 220506 of Title 36, in a case involving use of a counterfeit mark or 

designation (as defined in section 1116(d) of this title), the court shall, unless the court 

finds extenuating circumstances, enter judgment for three times such profits or damages, 

whichever amount is greater, together with a reasonable attorney’s fee, if the violation 

consists of 
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(1) intentionally using a mark or designation, knowing such mark or designation is a 

counterfeit mark (as defined in section 1116(d) of this title), in connection with the sale, 

offering for sale, or distribution of goods or services; or 

(2) providing goods or services necessary to the commission of a violation specified 

in paragraph (1), with the intent that the recipient of the goods or services would put the 

goods or services to use in committing the violation. 

In such a case, the court may award prejudgment interest on such amount at an 

annual interest rate established under section 6621(a)(2) of Title 26, beginning on the 

date of the service of the claimant’s pleadings setting forth the claim for such entry of 

judgment and ending on the date such entry is made, or for such shorter time as the court 

considers appropriate. 

(c) Statutory damages for use of counterfeit marks 

In a case involving the use of a counterfeit mark (as defined in section 1116(d) of 

this title) in connection with the sale, offering for sale, or distribution of goods or 

services, the plaintiff may elect, at any time before final judgment is rendered by the trial 

court, to recover, instead of actual damages and profits under subsection (a) of this 

section, an award of statutory damages for any such use in connection with the sale, 

offering for sale, or distribution of goods or services in the amount of-- 

(1) not less than $1,000 or more than $200,000 per counterfeit mark per type of 

goods or services sold, offered for sale, or distributed, as the court considers just; or 

(2) if the court finds that the use of the counterfeit mark was willful, not more than 

$2,000,000 per counterfeit mark per type of goods or services sold, offered for sale, or 

distributed, as the court considers just. 

Note that Lanham Act § 35(b)(1) limits treble damages only to intentional counterfeiting. When 

would counterfeiting not be intentional? Retailers may not be aware that they are selling counterfeit 

goods. See 2 GILSON ON TRADEMARKS § 5.19 (2019). See also, e.g., Lorillard Tobacco Co. v. J.J. Shell Food 

Mart, Inc., 2005 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 26626 (N.D. Ill. 2005) (finding defendant retail store did not act 

willfully or with willful blindness under Lanham Act § 35(b)(1) in selling counterfeit cigarettes, and 

awarding a modest $7500 in damages). 

Courts have not hesitated to grant substantial statutory damages awards. See, e.g., Louis Vuitton 

Malletier, S.A. v. Akanoc Solutions, Inc., 658 F.3d 936, 946 (9th Cir. 2011) (affirming jury award of $10.5 

million in statutory damages for contributory trademark infringement); State of Idaho Potato Com’n v. 

G & T Terminal Packaging, Inc., 425 F.3d 708 (9th Cir. 2005) ($100,000 in statutory damages against 

ex-licensee of certification mark whose continued use was deemed to be counterfeit use); Nike Inc. v. 

Variety Wholesalers, Inc., 274 F. Supp. 2d 1352, 1373 (S.D. Ga. 2003) ($900,000 in statutory damages; 

$100,000 for nine categories of counterfeit goods; awarded instead of $1,350,392 profits). 

F. Federal Criminal Penalties for Counterfeiting 

In 1984, Congress for the first time made trademark counterfeiting a federal crime. Congress has 

enhanced criminal penalties for counterfeiting with amendments in 1996, 2006, and 2008. See 

MCCARTHY § 30:116. The criminal penalty regime is set forth in 18 U.S.C. § 2320. The first offense by an 

individual may result in a fine of not more than $2,000,000 and/or imprisonment of not more than 10 

years (for corporations, which are unimprisonable persons, the fine may not exceed $5,000,000). See, 

e.g., Dorothy Atkins, 5-Hour Energy Scheme Nets Husband 7 Years, Wife 2 Years, Law360, June 20, 2017, 

https://www.law360.com/articles/936408/5-hour-energy-scheme-nets-husband-7-years-wife-2-

years (reporting criminal sentencing of ring leaders behind massive scheme to sell counterfeit 5-HOUR 

ENERGY drinks). A second offense by an individual may result in a fine of not more than $5,000,000 (for 

corporation, $15,000,000) and imprisonment of not more than 20 years. Individuals whose 
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counterfeiting conduct results in “serious bodily injury or death” face significantly enhanced penalties. 

“Whoever knowingly or recklessly causes or attempts to cause serious bodily injury” from 

counterfeiting conduct faces up to 20 years in prison. “Whoever knowingly or recklessly causes or 

attempts to cause death” from counterfeiting conduct faces up to life in prison. Finally, individuals who 

engage in counterfeiting of “military goods or services” and pharmaceuticals also face enhanced 

penalties—for a first offense, not more than 20 years in prison and a fine of not more than 

$15,000,000; for a second offense, not more than 30 years in prison and a fine of not more than 

$30,000,000. 

 

 


