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Born Licensing is a licensing agent focused 
solely on the licensing of fictional characters 
and clips in advertising. We believe that the 
power of fictional characters is undeniable, 
and our vision is to see them in advertising 
campaigns as frequently as we see 
celebrities, musicians and sports stars.

Born Licensing ranks 58th on the FT1000 
Fastest Growing Companies in Europe 2021, 
ranks 15th within the UK and ranks 2nd 
within the advertising category.

Our work includes:

 ● Donatello, Bumblebee and RoboCop for Direct Line

 ● He-Man and Skeletor and Action Man for MoneySuperMarket

 ● Winnie the Pooh for British Airways

 ● The Muppets for Barclaycard

 ● Casablanca for Tesco

 ● Family Guy for Just Eat

 ● G.I. Joe for Subaru

 ● Bridget Jones Diary for M&S

 ● SpongeBob SquarePants and Sonic for Instagram

 ● Transformers for Simonds Homes

 ● Rocky for Facebook

 ● Love Actually for Old Navy

 ● SpongeBob SquarePants

 ● Wallace & Gromit for T-Mobile

 ● …and many more

  ABOUT
  BORN LICENSING
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Global), working on the licensing of 
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most major creative agencies, including 
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Licensing’s biggest campaigns to date.
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Approaching our seventh year of business, 
we’re proud to have worked on a number 
of brilliant campaigns with some 
incredibly talented creative agencies and 
brands. We’ve placed fictional characters 
across a number of advertisements, 
including He-Man and Skeletor for 
MoneySuperMarket, Winnie the Pooh for 
British Airways’ centenary campaign, The 
Muppets for Barclaycard Entertainment 
and RoboCop, Bumblebee and Donatello 
for Direct Line’s ‘We’re On It’ campaign.

Fictional characters have made a 
powerful contribution to the campaigns 
we’ve worked on. They’ve helped brands 
capture consumer attention, making 
their advertising memorable, giving them 
broad appeal and allowing the advertiser 
to meet key performance metrics. 

Despite having worked on a broad range 
of campaigns which have successfully 
utilised fictional characters, I continue to 
be surprised by how rarely advertisers are 
leveraging this opportunity. As someone 
who has always had a keen interest in the 
business of advertising, I am aware of how 
regularly celebrities are used in an effort 
to add credibility, create a conversation 
and increase brand awareness, while 
fictional characters, whose impact could 
be even greater, are often overlooked.

Celebrities appear in marketing initiatives 
as often as 21% of the time in the UK.1 
Prior to publishing this report, we didn’t 
have statistics relating to the number 
of advertisements featuring fictional 
characters, but we would confidently 
have estimated that it was around 1% 
of all advertising. This gap could offer 
significant opportunity for the brands 
and creative agencies who are willing 
to embrace characters in advertising.

Fictional characters can be a powerful 
tool for advertisers. They can instantly 
bring with them broad awareness, a 
loyal fan-base and positive attributes to 
align with a brand. They have the ability 
to tap into a range of emotions and 
memories. They can also pose a smaller 
risk than celebrities, as they’re much less 
likely to be associated with any scandals 
that could negatively impact a brand. 

So, with the benefits clear to us, 
why is it that fictional characters 
appear in advertising significantly 
less than celebrities? 

 INTRODUCING THE 
 CASE FOR CHARACTERS

1%I live and breathe  
characters and advertising. 

My company proudly 
represents a number 
of Rights Holders who 
collectively have over 10,000 
fictional characters in  
their combined film, TV  
and animation portfolios.

Our role as their licensing 
agent is to encourage 
advertising agencies 
and brands to use their 
intellectual property 
in their campaigns.

1: Pringle, H., & Binet, L. (2005). “How marketers can use celebrities  
to sell more effectively.” Journal of Consumer Behaviour, 4(3), 201–214.

OUR ESTIMATE 
OF HOW MUCH 
UK ADVERTISING 
FEATURES 
FICTIONAL 
CHARACTERS

By David Born
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DEFINITIONS RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

 ● Film characters, such as 
RoboCop or Bridget Jones.

 ● TV characters, such as Sex 
and the City’s Carrie Bradshaw 
or Rachel from Friends.

 ● Animation characters, such as Mickey 
Mouse or SpongeBob SquarePants.

 ● Characters from books, such as The 
Famous Five or Little Red Riding Hood.

 ● Video game characters, such as 
Mario or Sonic the Hedgehog.

 ● Puppets, such as Miss Piggy 
and Kermit the Frog.

 ● Claymation characters, 
such as Wallace and Gromit.

 ● Toy characters, such as 
Action Man and Barbie.

 ● Franchise characters that appear 
in various mediums, such as 
Marvel and DC Superheroes.

 ● Famous actors or actresses, such 
as Idris Elba and Olivia Colman.

 ● TV hosts, such as Phillip Schofield 
and Holly Willoughby.

 ● Comedians, such as Chabuddy 
G and Jayde Adams.

 ● Celebrity chefs, such as Jamie 
Oliver and Nigella Lawson.

 ● High profile models, such 
as Jourdan Dunn.

 ● Any other people that would 
be considered a recognisable 
personality, such as the gamer 
Calfreezy, drag queen Cheryl Hole 
and businessman Richard Branson.

A Fictional Character

Any character which has been 
created specifically for entertainment, 
including those listed here.

It does not include brand characters 
created for advertising purposes, such 
as the Michelin Man or Tony the Tiger.

A Celebrity

Any person that has been hired 
for their fame, including deceased 
celebrities and those listed here.

It does not include lower-tier 
influencers and also doesn’t include 
sports stars or musicians.

 ● Current sports players, such as Anthony 
Joshua and Angelique Kerber.

 ● Olympians, such as Tom 
Daley and Nicola Adams.

 ● Retired players, such as David 
Beckham and Pelé.

 ● Coaches, such as Jose Mourinho.

 ● Sports analysts, such as Maria Taylor.

A Sports Star 

Any person well-known for their 
link to sports, including deceased 
sports stars and those listed here.

For the purposes of this report we define each of the key areas being discussed as below:

After almost seven years observing 
this trend of fictional characters being 
under-utilised in advertising, we couldn’t 
hold our curiosity at bay any further. 

So we set out on a journey to investigate 
how and why fictional characters are 
being under-utilised in advertising. 

First, we commissioned Ipsos MORI 
to survey the UK public on how they 
feel about fictional characters in 
advertising compared to celebrities, 
musicians and sports stars.

We then evaluated how fictional 
characters and celebrities compare 
in Google Trends, a metric gaining 
momentum as a Share of Voice (SOV) 
indicator. Finally, we studied over 4,000 
UK advertisements over a three-year 
period to determine if fictional characters 
are as under-utilised as we suspected.

The next part of our journey was 
understanding why fictional characters 
are under-utilised in advertising.

We took a look at the business of talent 
agencies who represent celebrities and 
the licensing industry who represent 
fictional characters, in order to understand 
their structures, revenue streams and 
how much resource is going into this 
area of their business. We then set 
out to understand more about the 
key roles advertising agencies play by 
running a series of quantitative and 
qualitative surveys with creative and 
production advertising professionals.

The aim was to understand how they 
work with fictional characters and what 
might be preventing them from using 
fictional characters more than they do. 

In a compelling study performed by 
the University of Newcastle, we looked 
at how celebrities and their film or 
TV personas are differentiated by 
audiences and how the risks posed by 
celebrity endorsement are far greater 
than those posed by their on-screen 
fictional characters in advertising. 

The final section is about what needs 
to change in order for brands and 
agencies to benefit from the opportunity 
fictional characters present. We start 
by reviewing two key case studies 
of brands we’ve worked with who 
we think have approached licensing 
fictional characters in the right way.

We then outline seven areas in which 
we feel change needs to happen in 
order to start seeing fictional characters 
utilised more effectively in advertising.

We hope you find this report insightful 
and thought provoking, and we 
hope it results in more brands and 
advertising agencies experiencing the 
benefits of fictional characters being 
utilised in future advertising. 

MR.MEN™ LITTLE MISS™ © 2020 THOIP (a SANRIO Company). All rights reserved. 

 ● Singers, such as Elton John 
and Mariah Carey.

 ● Rap artists, such as Snoop 
Dogg and M.I.A.

 ● DJs, such as Annie Mac.

 ● Opera singers, such as Wynne Evans.

 ● Groups, such as East 17 and Spice Girls.

A Musician

Any person well-known for 
their music, including deceased 
musicians and those listed here.
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 ARE FICTIONAL
 CHARACTERS
 UNDER-UTILISED IN
 ADVERTISING?

1Rocky - Rocky IV TM & © 1976-2021 MGM.
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When archenemies He-Man and Skeletor 
recreated the iconic dance scene from 
Dirty Dancing in MoneySuperMarket’s 
2017 TV spot, it went viral. Within days 
it had generated over 27 million views, 
earning the brand an estimated £3m 
of earned media. The campaign led to 
MoneySuperMarket seeing their Twitter 
mentions increase from 100 per day 
to an astonishing 35,000 per hour.

More than three years on and the 
UK public still fondly remember the 
campaign. Considering it is estimated 
that advertising is only remembered 
and correctly attributed the day after 
it being seen 16%2 of the time, this is a 
huge testament to the power of fictional 
characters in advertising. When surveyed, 
only 11% of the UK public said they didn’t 
remember, or hadn’t seen the campaign.3

And yet, we at Born Licensing believe the 
use of fictional characters in advertising 
is somewhat rare when compared 
to celebrities, musicians and sports 
stars. The question we ask is: why? 

While there has been a significant level of 
research into the use and effectiveness 
of celebrity endorsements in advertising, 
there has been surprisingly little research 
into the use of fictional characters. 

We decided to take matters into our 
own hands by enlisting the help of 
Ipsos MORI, a global leader in market 
research. Our main goal of working with 
Ipsos MORI was to find out how the UK 
public feel about fictional characters 
being used in advertising compared to 
celebrities, musicians and sports stars.

It was vital that the data we gathered 
was reliable, accurate, comprehensive, 
and, most importantly, unbiased.

Ipsos MORI worked with us to create 
a survey of questions which were 
completed by over 1,000 people in the 
UK on Friday 27th November 2020. 
Gender, age and location were equally 
represented across the sample group. 
The results set out in the following 
chapter provide a fascinating insight 
into people’s attitudes toward fictional 
characters appearing in advertising 
when compared to appearances of 
celebrities, musicians and sports stars. 

2: https://www.marketingweek.com/mark-
ritson-direct-line-characters-branded-recall/

3: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 
2020 n=1,063 adults aged 16-75

 INTRODUCTION TO 
 IPSOS MORI RESEARCH

By Amber Cheung

20%

16-24YRS 15%

25-34YRS 18%

35-44YRS 17%

45-54YRS 18%

55-64YRS 17%

65-75YRS 15%

40% 60% 80% 100%

Response by age3 
There were 6 age groups for this research

Response 
by gender3

Demographic data for 
Ipsos MORI research. 
1,063 survey responses  
by region.3

50%50%

B O R N L I C E N S I N G . C O M 1 31 2   I   B O R N L I C E N S I N G . C O M



4: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=999 adults aged 16-75 in the UK who selected either a famous 
character from a film, TV show or animation, a celebrity, a famous music artist or a famous sports star.

 FICTIONAL CHARACTERS ‘MOST-LIKED’
 COMPARED TO CELEBRITIES,
 MUSICIANS AND SPORTS STARS

24%

25%

30%

21%

Age 16–24

40%

23%

22%

15%

Age 25-34

40%

24%

18%

18%

Age 35-44

38%

21%

19%

22%

Age 45-54

43%
24%

19%

14%

Age 55-75Which of the following, if any, do you 
most like to see in advertisements?4

38% 22% 22% 18%
Fictional character Celebrity Musician Sports star

37%

24%

22%

17%

Male

39%

13%

22%

26%

Female

When respondents were asked what they 
most like seeing in an advertisement, 
fictional characters were chosen 73% 
more than celebrities and musicians, 
and 111% more than sports stars.

A fictional character was the most popular 
selection across every demographic 
segment, including age group, gender, 
social grade, employment status, 
region, education background, income 
level, marital status, household size 
and presence of children. The only 
exception was respondents from 
Northern Ireland, who said they most 
like to see sports stars in advertising.

Celebrities skewed as being more 
popular with females, with 26% of 
females selecting this compared to 
17% of males when asked which they 
most like to see in advertising. 

It was the reverse for sports stars, 
with 24% of males and 13% of 
females saying that they most like 
to see them in advertising. 

This indicates that fictional characters 
can appeal equally to both genders, 
compared to celebrities and sports stars 
who generally skew to one gender.

Representatives in the 16-24 age 
group were the most evenly split 
between the 4 options.4 

Which of the following, if any, do you most like to see in advertisements?4

 Fictional character

 Musician

 Celebrity

 Sports star

FICTIONAL 
CHARACTERS  
WERE CHOSEN  
73% MORE  
THAN CELEBRITIES 
AND MUSICIANS, 
AND 111%  
MORE THAN  
SPORTS STARS

1 4   I   B O R N L I C E N S I N G . C O M 1 5B O R N L I C E N S I N G . C O M



63%37%
Bridget Jones

42%58%
Wolverine

54% 46%Renee Zellweger

56%44% Hugh Jackman

Bridget Jones 
vs 

Renee Zellweger8

Wolverine 
vs 

Hugh Jackman9

 FICTIONAL CHARACTERS
 OUTSHINE THE CELEBRITIES BEST
 KNOWN FOR PLAYING THEM

Our Ipsos MORI survey asked 
respondents to consider 
which is more likely to 
capture their attention in an 
advertisement: the fictional 
character or the most recent 
celebrity to play them.

For example, whether Wolverine, 
the character, or Hugh Jackman, 
the best-known actor to play the 
character, would be more attention-
grabbing in an advertisement. 

Overall, respondents selected the fictional 
character 54% of the time.5 However, 
the results varied greatly depending on 
each individual character and celebrity.

For example, at the upper end of the 
scale, Wonder Woman and Shrek were 
selected over their celebrity counterparts 
78%6 and 68%7 of the time respectively, 
indicating that a significant amount of the 
UK public think that the character was 
more likely to capture their attention than 
the celebrity when used in advertising.

Out of the 13 questions relating to 
fictional characters and their celebrity 
counterparts, fictional characters were 
selected more often seven times and 
the celebrities who play them were 
selected more often six times.

For some questions, there was a clear 
gender split. For example, males said 
that Renee Zellweger was more likely to 
capture their attention in an advert, while 
females chose the fictional character 
she is known to play, Bridget Jones.8

However, when it came to male 
celebrities, females chose Hugh Jackman 
and Orlando Bloom when asked to 
choose between them or their fictional 
characters, while men chose their fictional 
characters, Wolverine and Legolas.9 

54%46%

 Celebrity 

  Fictional character

(78%) 
Wonder Woman6

(68%) 
Shrek7

(22%) 
Gal Gadot6

(32%) 
Mike Myers7

 Celebrity 

  Fictional character

5: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=1063 adults aged 16-75 who selected either fictional characters or celebrities.

6: Wonder Woman vs Gal Gadot Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=649 adults aged 16-75 who selected the fictional character or celebrity.

7: Shrek vs Mike Myers Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=746 adults aged 16-75 who selected the fictional character or celebrity.

8: Bridget Jones vs Renee Zellweger Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=672 adults aged 16-75 who selected the fictional character or celebrity.

9: Wolverine vs Hugh Jackman Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=748 adults aged 16-75 who selected the fictional character or celebrity.
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Google Trends analyses the popularity 
of top search queries in Google Search 
across various regions and languages. 
Google Trends is increasingly becoming 
an important way of measuring 
key performance indicators, such 
as a brand’s share of search. 

We took a look at how the frequency of 
Google searches for fictional characters 
compared to the frequency of Google 
searches for the celebrities who play them 
over a 16-year period from 2004-2020.

As you’ll see, Google Trends data 
strengthens our theory. Here, we see 
that both Wonder Woman and Gal 
Gadot experienced a spike in May 
2017, when a new film launched, 
but the term ‘Wonder Woman’ was 
searched four times more frequently 
than the celebrity term ‘Gal Gadot’.

The character Shrek, voiced by Mike 
Myers, also beat the celebrity in 
Google Trends. During film releases, 
the term ‘Shrek’ experienced a peak in 
searches - but there was no correlating 
spike in searches for ‘Mike Myers’.

To ensure an even comparison, we 
used Google Trends to analyse the 
appearance of search terms for the same 
13 fictional characters and celebrities 
that we asked participants about in 
the Ipsos MORI study. Interestingly, the 
same results were seen: in seven cases, 
the fictional characters performed 
better, and in the remaining six, the 
celebrities performed better. 

However, digging a little deeper, we 
were able to discover that replacing the 
name of the fictional character with the 
film franchise that character is known 
for (e.g. replacing ‘Katniss Everdeen’ 
with ‘Hunger Games’), the celebrity 
terms (in this case, ‘Jennifer Lawrence’) 
significantly underperformed.

One exception to this under-performance 
was ‘Arnold Schwarzenegger’ versus ‘The 
Terminator’, where the celebrity term 
consistently outperformed the franchise, 
aside from spikes around the three 
movie releases in 2009, 2015 and 2019. 
We hypothesise that there are external 
factors influencing this, including his 
role as 38th Governor of California from 
2003 to 2011, his high-profile divorce 
in 2011 and his various roles across film 
and television from 2013 to 2019.

This again supports the conclusion 
that fictional characters are just as  
much of a public interest as the celebrities 
who play them, if not more so.10 

 WHAT DOES GOOGLE TRENDS 
 TELL US ABOUT COMPARING FICTIONAL
 CHARACTERS TO CELEBRITIES?

2021 South Park Digital Studios LLC. All Rights Reserved. 
South Park © 2021 Comedy Partners. All Rights Reserved. 10: Google Trends (https://www.google.com/trends)

Wonder Woman vs Gal Gadot

Shrek vs Mike Myers

 Wonder Woman 

 Gal Gadot

 Shrek 

 Mike Myers

Frequency of Google searches for fictional characters 
compared to the frequency searches for the celebrities who 

play them over a 16-year period from 2004-2020.10
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 POPULAR MUSIC TRACKS ARE TOP, 
 BUT FICTIONAL CHARACTERS OUTPERFORM 
 CELEBRITIES, MUSICIANS AND SPORTS STARS

Music tracks appear frequently in 
advertising. We wanted to see how 
the UK public felt about the use of 
popular songs in advertising compared 
with the use of fictional characters, 
celebrities, musicians or sports stars.

It was unsurprising to see songs 
rated so highly here; decades of 
research has proven music to be 
highly effective in advertising.

Throughout this set of questions,  
fictional characters almost always 
came out as the second biggest 
choice, aside from when asked 
which category’s appearance most 
contributes to the decision to share 
an advertisement, where fictional 
characters were selected the most.

Fictional characters outperformed 
celebrities, musicians and sports 
stars across all but one of these 
questions, suggesting that they are 
more effective in advertising. 

Which of these 
is more likely 
to capture your 
attention?11

Which of these is more likely to make  
you remember the advert the next day?12

Which of these will make you  
want to tell your friends or family,  
or share on social media?14

Which of these will make you 
like the brand?13

Which of these will make you want  
to purchase a product or a service?15

Fictional 
character

Celebrity Song Musician Sports star

11: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=851 adults aged 16-75 
who selected either a song, famous character from a film, TV show or 
animation, a celebrity, a famous music artist or a famous sports star.

12: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=811 adults aged 16-75 
who selected either a song, famous character from a film, TV show or 
animation, a celebrity, a famous music artist or a famous sports star.

13: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=660 adults aged 16-75 
who selected either a song, famous character from a film, TV show or 
animation, a celebrity, a famous music artist or a famous sports star.

14: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=648 adults aged 16-75 
who selected either a song, famous character from a film, TV show or 
animation, a celebrity, a famous music artist or a famous sports star.

15: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=561 adults aged 16-75 
who selected either a song, famous character from a film, TV show or 
animation, a celebrity, a famous music artist or a famous sports star.

Fictional 
character

Celebrity

Song

Musician

Sports star

Fictional 
character

Celebrity

Song

Musician

Sports star

Fictional 
character

Celebrity

Song

Musician

Sports star

Fictional 
character

Celebrity

Song

Musician

Sports star

25%

24%

24%

30%

20%

24%

16%

24%

34%

30%

43%

27%

10%

11%

9%

9.5%

11%

11%

8%

9.5%

28% 16% 38% 9% 9%
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 HOW DO FICTIONAL
 CHARACTERS STACK UP AGAINST
 BRAND CHARACTERS?

When running the Ipsos MORI research, we 
were very deliberate in clearly noting that 
we wanted respondents to consider how 
they felt about fictional characters from 
popular films, TV shows and animations. 
We wanted to ensure they didn’t think 
of characters in general, which could 
include characters developed specifically 
by brands, such as the Michelin Man, 
Colonel Sanders and the Duracell Bunny.

Some characters developed by brands can 
grow to be as iconic and as recognisable 
as fictional characters from film, TV shows 
and animation. Plus, they have the added 
benefit of being in the brand’s full control, 
so they can do what they want when 
they want with the character. However, 
it can take an extremely long time and 
is a huge investment to develop a brand 
character that is recognisable, likeable 
and has long-lasting appeal. Creating 
a strong, recognisable brand character 
requires a great deal of investment, 
creativity, exposure and persistence. 

We wanted to compare fictional characters 
against brand characters to see which 
would be the most likely to capture the 
public’s attention. We listed 8 well-known 
brand characters which first appeared 
as an ambassador or mascot for a brand 
between 1894 and 2009, along with 8 
fictional characters from films, TV shows 
and animations. From this selection, 
we asked the public to choose the five 
that would be most likely to capture 
their attention in an advertisement. 

Overall, famous fictional characters were 
selected 61% of the time, while brand 
characters were selected only 39% of the 
time. James Bond and Shrek were the 
most selected out of the famous fictional 
characters, while the PG Tips monkey and 
the Compare The Market meerkats were 
the most selected of the brand characters.

The results show that, even when compared 
with some of the most recognisable 
and successful brand characters of the 
last century, fictional characters are 
more likely to capture the UK public’s 
attention in an advertising campaign.16 

Which, if any, of the following characters are more likely to 
capture your attention in an advertising campaign?16

Meerkats Aleksandr Orlov and Sergei

Colonel Sanders

The Duracell Bunny

The PG Tips Monkey

Gio Com
pario

Ronald McDonald

Tony the Tiger

The Michelin Man

Darth Vader

Jam
es Bond

Batm
an

Shrek
Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles

Mickey Mouse

SpongeBob SquarePants

Marty McFly

0

100

200

300

 Fictional Character 

 Brand Character

16: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=881 adults aged 16-75 who each selected 5 characters.

61%
fictional characters

39%
brand characters

CREATING 
A STRONG, 
RECOGNISABLE 
BRAND  
CHARACTER 
REQUIRES A 
GREAT DEAL OF 
INVESTMENT, 
CREATIVITY, 
EXPOSURE AND 
PERSISTENCE. 
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 HOW OFTEN ARE FICTIONAL CHARACTERS,
 CELEBRITIES, MUSICIANS AND SPORTS
 STARS USED IN ADVERTISING?

After establishing that 
fictional characters 
outperformed celebrities, 
musicians and sports stars 
in almost every part of our 
research, we set to work 
finding out how often  
each are actually featured  
in UK advertising. 

Previous studies showed that between 
1991 and 2002 celebrities appeared in 
advertising on average 13.25% of the 
time, and as often as 21% (2000) or 
as little as 7% (1996) of the time in the 
UK.17 However, this study considered 
a ‘celebrity’ as ‘anyone who is familiar 
enough to the people a brand wishes 
to communicate with to add value to 
that communication by association 
with their image and reputation.’

While these figures are assumed to reflect 
this broad definition, we are focusing 
this report on fictional characters, 
celebrities, musicians and sports stars.

In this section of our research, we wanted 
to go deeper and understand how often 
each of these individual segments 
appear in modern day UK advertising. 

To do that, we reviewed a sample of 
over 4,000 UK advertisements aired 
between 2018 and 2020 and noted each 
appearance of a fictional character, a 
celebrity, a musician or a sports star.18

We discovered that across the three-year 
period surveyed, fictional characters 
were over two times less likely to be 
featured in an advertisement than a 
musician, over five times less likely 
than a sports star and almost six 
times less likely than a celebrity. 

A review of over 4,000 UK advertisements  
airing between 2018-202018

JUST 1% OF 
ADS SHOWN 
BETWEEN 
2018–2020 
FEATURED  
A FICTIONAL 
CHARACTER

16%84%

Just 16% of 4,032 ads from 2018-2020 featured a  
fictional character, celebrity, sports star, or musician.

Of these 626 ads, just 7% 
featured a fictional character.

Celebrity (6.2%)

Sports star (5.9%)

Musician (2.4%)

Fictional character (1.1%)

17: Pringle, H., & Binet, L. (2005). How marketers 
can use celebrities to sell more effectively. Journal 
of Consumer Behaviour, 4(3), 201–214.

18: https://sourcecreative.com

  Fictional character 

 Celebrity 

 Sports star 

 Musician
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 CONCLUSION:
 FICTIONAL CHARACTERS ARE
 UNDER-UTILISED IN ADVERTISING

by David Born

10%

20%

30%

40%

Fictional character Celebrity Sports star Musician WHY?
THE NEXT QUESTION 
WE NATURALLY 
HAD TO ASK WAS:

Having been in the character licensing 
industry for almost 15 years, we’ve 
seen how powerful fictional characters 
can be when selling merchandise, 
promoting products and boosting 
advertising campaigns. So, although 
these results showing fictional characters 
outperforming celebrities, musicians, 
sports stars and brand characters are 
probably surprising to a lot of people, 
they were not at all surprising to us. 

With celebrities, musicians and sports 
stars appearing in advertising much 
more than fictional characters, most 
people probably assume that research 
has been carried out that demonstrated 
how they would be more effective.

However, we haven’t seen any research 
specifically comparing them, and we 
believe that these results clearly point 
to there being a much bigger demand 
for fictional characters in advertising.

Even if the results were more evenly 
spread, they would have still indicated 
that fictional characters are under-
utilised, as they’re currently appearing 
in advertising far less often than 
celebrities, musicians and sports stars.

It is significant that 4 in 10 people say 
they most like to see well-known fictional 
characters in advertising, leaving only 
2 in 10 preferring celebrities, sports 
stars, or musicians respectively.21

An advertiser could, of course, hire a 
celebrity to play a fictional character or 
reprise their role as a fictional character, 
which would appeal to both those who 
favoured fictional characters and those 
who favoured celebrities. Include a 
popular song too, and an advertiser could 
appeal to over 80% of the people who 
selected each of these as most likely to 
capture their attention.22 Which means 
more people would be likely to remember 
the advert the next day and share with 
family and friends on social media.

We established that fictional characters 
only appeared in 1.1% of UK advertising 
over the last three years and the UK 
public was over 13 times more likely to 
see a celebrity, musician or sports star in 
an advertisement. From this research we 
can very clearly and confidently establish 
that fictional characters are significantly 
under-utilised in advertising. 

  %Demand: what UK public most 

like to see in advertising.19
  %Reality: What currently  

appears most in UK advertising.20

Demand vs Reality

AN ADVERT IN 
THE UK IS OVER 
13.4x MORE LIKELY 
TO FEATURE 
A CELEBRITY, 
MUSICIAN OR 
SPORTS STAR, 
THAN A FICTIONAL 
CHARACTER.

19: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=999 adults 
aged 16-75 in the UK who selected either a fictional 
character from a film, TV show or animation, a celebrity, 
a famous music artist or a famous sports star.

20: Sample of 626 ads aired between 2018-2020  
which featured either a fictional character, a celebrity,  
a musician, or a sports star. (https://sourcecreative.com).

21: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 
n=999 adults aged 16-75 in the UK.

22: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 
n=999 adults aged 16-75 in the UK.

Garfield © PAWS. 
All Rights Reserved.

B O R N L I C E N S I N G . C O M 2 72 6   I   B O R N L I C E N S I N G . C O M



 WHY ARE FICTIONAL 
 CHARACTERS 
 UNDER-UTILISED 
 IN ADVERTISING? 

2DreamWorks Trolls © 2021 DreamWorks Animation LLC. All Rights Reserved.
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 FICTIONAL CHARACTERS
 ARE POWERFUL

Walk into any Primark 
store and there are fictional 
characters everywhere. 
Whether it’s the adults’  
or children’s sections,  
there is a mountain of 
licensed merchandise in  
any given store.

The same goes for other apparel 
outlets, toy stores, book shops and, 
to a lesser extent, supermarkets and 
pharmacies. McDonalds have been 
selling Happy Meals with film, TV and 
animation character premiums since 
1979. In fact, as much as 59% of their 
marketing budget allocated to children 
can be spent on toys or premiums.23

The simple truth is that loved fictional 
characters sell. The licensing industry 
exists because of it, and all Rights 
Holders value the revenue stream and 
marketing value licensing brings to their 
businesses. Fictional characters are able 
to tap into an existing level of awareness, 
an established fan-base, memory 
structures and capture attention.

Fictional characters from well-established 
franchises can, of course, be more 
popular than lesser-known fictional 
characters. Take a look at the box office 
records: 88 of the top 100 grossing films 
(as of the end of 2020) were either a 
sequel, a prequel, based on a book, an 
adaptation, or in some way featured 
fictional characters that were already 
known.24 People love and feel comfort 
in fictional characters they know and 
are already emotionally invested in.

In the first part of this report we 
established quite clearly that characters 
are what consumers most like to see 
in advertising. It was confirmed that 
advertisements with characters are 
more likely to capture attention, be 
remembered the next day and be 
shared amongst family, friends and 
online. However, we also established 
that they appear rarely in advertising.

So why are there so few characters in 
advertising if they are likely to be the 
most effective? This was a question we 
were very keen to find answers to. 

In this section of our report, we start by 
taking a look at the resources behind 
celebrities compared to fictional 
characters by comparing the talent 
agent and licensing businesses.

23: Leibowitz J RJ, Ramirez E, Brill J, Ohlhausen M. A Review of Food Marketing to Children 
and Adolescents: Federal Trade Commission Follow-Up Report. December 2012.

24: https://www.boxofficemojo.com/chart/top_lifetime_gross/?area=XWW
DreamWorks Kung Fu Panda © 2021 DreamWorks 
Animation LLC. All Rights Reserved.

This has allowed us to understand how 
fictional characters are under-represented 
when it comes to being featured in 
advertising when compared to celebrities, 
who have a robust backing by a strong 
and highly resourced talent agent industry.

We then dive into our quantitative 
and qualitative research with UK 
advertising agency professionals. We 
paid particular attention to those we 
felt were most responsible for scripts 
that are created and developed: the 
creative roles and the production roles.

From this, we were able to establish 
the barriers between advertising 
creatives and producers using fictional 
characters more often in their work. 

Lastly, we look at the area of risk 
for advertisers and understand if 
the differences between the use of 
celebrities and their film personas 
provide any insight into fictional 
characters being under-utilised. 

by David Born

PEOPLE LOVE 
AND FEEL 

COMFORT IN 
FICTIONAL 

CHARACTERS 
THEY KNOW AND 

ARE ALREADY 
EMOTIONALLY 
INVESTED IN.
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 TALENT AGENCIES ARE ROBUST
 AND WELL-RESOURCED

For celebrities, sports stars and musicians, 
this employment could be anything from 
a role in a film or TV series, endorsing 
a product, featuring in advertising, 
merchandise licensing opportunities, 
personal appearances and other work 
that they would be paid to do. In return, 
agents typically receive a 10% commission 
of the amount negotiated for the work. 

The William Morris Agency, “the first 
great talent agency in show business”, 
was founded in 1898. For over a century 
the agency has focused on building 
careers for celebrities. In 1910 screen 
legend Charlie Chaplin signed with the 
agency and in 1955 Elvis Presley and 
Marilyn Monroe joined as clients. They 
merged with talent agency Endeavour in 
2009 and now represent 6,000 clients.

William Morris Endeavour are considered 
part of ‘The Big Four’ in the talent agency 
world, along with Creative Artists Agency 
(CAA), United Talent Agency (UTA) and 
ICM Partners. Together they have an 
estimated 7,400 employees, an estimated 
1,000 agents and an estimated 16,500 
clients.25 There is a raft of other talent 
agencies around the world also servicing 
global and local talent, which makes the 
total amount of supporting resource 
available to celebrities, sports stars and 
musicians much higher than what’s 
available to character Rights Holders.

Celebrities, musicians and sports 
stars have had agents representing 
their commercial interests for over a 
century. Writer Mark Twain was reported 
to have endorsed products including 
cigars and flour as early as 1895.26

In the 1930s baseball legend Babe 
Ruth appeared in posters advertising 
the beverage Red Rock Cola. In the 
1940s radio and film star (and future 
US President) Ronald Reagan endorsed 
Chesterfield cigarettes. In the 1950s 
Doris Day promoted International 
Harvester road rolling equipment 
in magazine advertisements.

25: https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/thr-guide-7-major-hollywood-799743

26: https://www.cigaraficionado.com/article/samuel-clemens-and-his-cigars-6042

27: https://www.cnbc.com/2018/07/31/kylie-jenner-makes-1-million-per-paid-instagram-post-hopper-hq-says.html

28: https://www.forbes.com/sites/meghancasserly/2012/12/10/beyonce-knowles-50-million-pepsi-deal-takes-creative-cues-from-jay-z/

29: https://www.forbes.com/sites/kurtbadenhausen/2018/12/18/tiger-woods-net-worth-800-million-in-2018/

Talent agents are  
appointed by celebrities, 
sports stars, musicians, 
writers, producers,  
directors and other people  
of interest to seek and 
procure employment 
opportunities for them.

It has been reported 
that celebrity Kylie 
Jenner has made as 
much as US$1m for a 
single sponsored post  
on Instagram.

Today, endorsement deals play a big 
part of the talent agent role, and it’s 
big business. It has been reported that 
celebrity Kylie Jenner has made as  
much as US$1m for a single sponsored 
post on Instagram.27 Music star  
Beyonce is said to have been paid 
$50m for signing a contract with Pepsi.28 
Sports personality Tiger Woods is 
reportedly worth over $800m, but only 
10% of that is from prize money.29

With celebrities, musicians and sports 
stars generating this kind of revenue, 
there’s no wonder why the talent agency 
industry has sufficient resource, funded 
in large part by their 10% commission.  

$1 million
TODAY, 
ENDORSEMENT 
DEALS PLAY  
A BIG PART  
OF THE TALENT 
AGENT ROLE,  
AND IT’S BIG 
BUSINESS. 
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 FICTIONAL CHARACTERS LACK 
 FOCUSED REPRESENTATION
 AND COMMERCIAL RESOURCE

Fictional character Rights 
Holders (or Licensors) are 
structured very differently  
to talent agencies.

Often, they are major film studios which 
traditionally have been laser-focused on 
generating revenue at the box office. In 
2019, Avengers: Endgame generated a 
worldwide gross revenue of over US$2.7B, 
surpassing Avatar (2009) as the highest 
grossing film in history. After overheads 
were removed (budget, marketing, 
participation etc.), Disney was reported to 
have enjoyed a whopping US$890m profit 
from the film across box office and home 
entertainment.30 In 2019 worldwide box 
office revenues hit a record US$42.5B.

Home Entertainment has also been 
a big focus for Rights Holders, with 
VHS, DVDs and now digital streaming 
content generating strong, consistent 
revenue for decades for film and 
TV properties. Avengers: Endgame 
generated US$1.789B of revenue from 
theatrical rentals, home entertainment 
and streaming to help them reach their 
US$890m profit.31 Streaming rights 
for TV series such as Seinfeld and The 
Office have come with a price tag of up 
to an eye-watering US$500 million.32,33

Today, streaming services are a big 
priority with most major studios investing 
heavily into their own offering, such 
as Disney’s Disney+, Warner Media’s 
HBO Max, ViacomCBS’s Paramount 
Plus and NBCUniversal’s Peacock. 

The licensing of a character for an 
advertising campaign typically will fall 
into the consumer products licensing 
area of the Rights Holders’ business. 
Licensing International reports that 
global sales revenue generated by 
licensed merchandise and services grew 
to US$292.8 billion in 2019.34 However, 
that figure includes estimated retail sales, 
rather than royalties received by the 
Rights Holders, which was US$15.76B. 

Almost half of that amount was generated 
from licensing IP not related to fictional 
characters, such as corporate brands, 
sports brands and fashion brands, leaving 
the entertainment/characters sector with 
US$7.9B. Within that sector, traditional 
licensing categories like apparel, toys, 
accessories, video game software,  
home decor and FMCG generated 
the most revenue. 

30: https://deadline.com/2020/04/avengers-endgame-movie-profits-one-year-anniversary-of-marvel-record-box-office-1202917380/

31: https://deadline.com/2020/04/avengers-endgame-movie-profits-one-year-anniversary-of-marvel-record-box-office-1202917380/

32: https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/live-feed/netflix-lands-seinfeld-rights-losing-friends-office-1239934

33: https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/live-feed/office-why-nbcuniversal-is-paying-500m-pull-hit-netflix-1221020/

34: https://licensinginternational.org/news/global-sales-of-licensed-goods-and-services-jump-4-5-to-us292-8-billion/

35: Licensing International 2020 Global Licensing Industry Survey.
© 2021 CBS Television Distribution and CBS Interactive Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
STAR TREK and related marks are trademarks of CBS Studios Inc.

WHILE CELEBRITIES, 
MUSICIANS AND

SPORTS STARS HAVE 
AGENTS HUNTING 

DOWN ENDORSEMENT 
DEALS ALL YEAR 

ROUND, FICTIONAL
CHARACTERS DON’T 
HAVE THAT AT ALL.

Licensing revenue generated from fictional 
characters being placed in advertising 
isn’t mentioned specifically in the report, 
but it is suspected to fall under the 
category of ‘Other’, which contributes 
less than 1% of total global revenue for 
the licensing industry. This is equal to 
US$32.4m, and that figure would include 
any other revenue tied to the ‘Other’ 
category.35 That’s a mere 3.6% of Disney’s 
profit for Avengers: Endgame alone!

Considering these figures, it starts 
to become clear how (and why) little 
resource is dedicated to licensing fictional 
characters for advertising. The revenue 
generated by character licensing is 
estimated to be less than US$32.4m per 
year across all Rights Holders, compared 
to the huge amounts of money generated 
by the box office and home entertainment 
revenue for single properties alone.

Rights Holders as a whole are very much 
focused on box office, streaming deals 
and their own streaming services.

Even within the Rights Holder licensing 
divisions, which includes their various 
licensing agents around the world, there 
is a focus on the categories that generate 
consistent royalty revenue year after year. 
Hardly any resource is dedicated to their 
characters being licensed in advertising, 
and most of the time it is on a reactive 
basis, i.e. character licensing will be 
considered if and when brands approach  
a Rights Holder, not the other way around.

While celebrities, musicians and  
sports stars have agents hunting down 
endorsement deals all year round,  
fictional characters don’t have that at all. 
Some celebrities even have an agent  
or team solely focused on their 
endorsement opportunities, compared to 
a Rights Holder who could be managing 
thousands of fictional characters at a time.

In fact, at present, Born Licensing is 
the only licensing agent in the world 
(that we’re aware of) that is solely 
focused on the licensing of fictional 
characters in advertising. 
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All advertising starts with a creative 
idea. We wanted to understand more 
about how creatives at advertising 
agencies felt about featuring 
fictional characters in their work.

We set out to do this through quantitative 
and qualitative research focused on 
creative advertising professionals across 
UK advertising agencies, including those 
currently working at Wieden+Kennedy, 
AMV BBDO, VCCP, McCann, Ogilvy, 
Saatchi & Saatchi and Adam&EveDDB

We did this by developing our own 
SurveyMonkey survey and incentivising 
advertising creatives through targeted 
advertising on LinkedIn, offering £20 
Amazon vouchers to complete the survey.

83% of respondents said they had 
previously worked on a project that 
involved the licensing of fictional 
characters, clips or other elements 
of entertainment intellectual 
property in the past.36

When asked which factor, or factors, 
contributed to the decision to abandon 
those projects, 69% of respondents cited 
licensing costs as one of the reasons. In 
addition, 66% of respondents cited the 
client preferring an alternative option as 
a contributing factor, while 43% said the 
agency not winning the brand pitch was a 
factor in the abandonment of a project.37

Other reasons include the script not being 
approved by the agency, the creative 
suited a celebrity, musician or sports star 
instead, or that they didn’t have time to 
work through the licensing process.38

One Creative Director said to us,  
“It feels like there are so many hurdles 
that [licensing fictional characters] is 
often something that is disregarded 
quite soon in the process”.37

This indicates that brands may not be 
willing to invest the required amount 
(of time or money) for licensing fictional 
characters, or that they don’t see the 
value and as a result choose a different 
script. It could also indicate that fictional 
characters are not being considered 
upfront and are only looked at when the 
production budget has already been set.

Only 7% of creatives surveyed said they 
didn’t want to feature characters, clips 
or other elements from movies, TV 
shows or video games in their scripts 
more than they currently do. 62% said 
they did want to include those elements, 
and 31% said they were not sure.

This shows that there is a real appetite 
from creatives to include characters 
more in their work, if barriers could be 
addressed. It appears that it is not the 
creatives that are causing the lack of 
fictional characters in advertising, but 
rather the wider process they are a part of.

One Creative Director we spoke with 
said that connecting with pop culture 
is one of the main reasons why he 
wanted to work with fictional characters 
more. He also mentioned attaching a 
brand to pop culture moments gives 
something people can relate to and 
adds an emotional tie to a campaign.

Another said that featuring a character 
can be a shortcut to very quickly sum 
up the tone of a brand, and a valid tool 
for gaining an instant connection.

In terms of what circumstances would 
allow them to consider using fictional 
characters and clips more, 70% said they 
would if they had bigger budgets, 43% 
said they would if they had different 
briefs, 40% said they would if they had 
more licensing support, and 38% said 
they’d want examples of similar successful 
work. Others said material or information 
to support the creative when presenting 
to colleagues and more time to spend on 
developing creative solutions to briefs.

When asked about what they like most 
about the idea of featuring fictional 
characters or clips in their work, 95% of 
creatives said they wanted to contribute 
to pop culture, with 90% saying they 
were excited about working with a pop 
culture moment, 85% believing their 
work would receive more attention from 
consumers and 78% believing it would 
make their work more successful.39

From this quantitative and qualitative 
research, we can clearly determine that 
creatives at advertising agencies have a big 
appetite to work with fictional characters 
more than they already do. We can also 
understand the barriers that need to be 
addressed in order for them to do so.  

 ADVERTISING CREATIVES 
 WANT TO WORK MORE WITH 
 FICTIONAL CHARACTERS

After establishing how  
and why fictional characters 
are not represented as 
proactively as celebrities, 
musicians and sports 
stars, we wanted to 
understand more about 
how the advertising industry 
approaches licensing. 

IT FEELS LIKE THERE ARE SO MANY HURDLES, 
THAT [LICENSING FICTIONAL CHARACTERS]  
IS OFTEN SOMETHING THAT IS DISREGARDED  
QUITE SOON IN THE PROCESS.

85%
of creatives believe  
their work would  
receive more attention 
if it featured fictional 
characters or clips.

100%
of creatives experienced  
a script featuring a 
fictional character not 
moving forward.

36: Born Licensing SurveyMonkey November 2020, 42 respondents.

37: Born Licensing SurveyMonkey November 2020, 35 respondents .

38: Qualitative research with UK Advertising Creatives, December 2020. 39: Born Licensing SurveyMonkey November 2020, 40 respondents
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When a character appears 
in an advertising campaign, 
we know that the creative 
development is only part  
of the process.

A big part of that process is actually 
producing the script, which from a 
licensing standpoint includes the 
process of negotiating the rights with 
the Rights Holder or representative and 
working through the approval process.

Each Rights Holder has a different 
approval (or brand assurance) 
process, some of which can be very 
comprehensive. This is in addition to 
everything else producers have on their 
plate for that particular production, not to 
mention those that are juggling multiple 
projects at once. We understand that 
licensing fictional characters is often 
seen as another burden on an already-
overburdened production team.

We surveyed creative agency producers 
from agencies including Adam&EveDDB, 
Mother, Hogarth, Saatchi & Saatchi, 
Grey, Engine, Lucky Generals, VCCP 
and McCann. As with the creatives, 
we did this by developing our own 
SurveyMonkey survey and incentivising 
advertising producers with £20 Amazon 
vouchers via advertising on LinkedIn.

From this survey the goal was to 
understand more about the approach 
advertising producers took towards 
licensing fictional characters, and where 
the pain points were, which could be 
a factor in them featuring fictional 
characters in advertising less. 81% of  
those we surveyed said that they had 
worked on a project that involved the 
licensing of characters, clips or other 
elements of IP.40 61% said they had 
worked on a project that didn’t go ahead.41

While this is a smaller portion than 
creatives (100%), it still demonstrates 
that even if a script with a character 
manages to overcome the challenges 
faced by creatives, 6 out of 10 producers 
have experienced it not going ahead.

52% said one of the reasons why it didn’t 
go ahead was due to the license being too 
expensive, while 14% said it was because 
the client chose a different script and 10% 
said it was a pitch the agency didn’t win.42

The licensing costs are the main reason 
why scripts with fictional characters didn’t 
proceed, which may indicate that the 
producers are underestimating licensing 
costs, brands are unwilling to increase 
their budgets to accommodate the 
desired character or that Rights Holders 
are setting their licensing fees too high.

One Producer we spoke to said that 
often a script is written around a specific 
character, and if that character is too 
expensive most of the time they will 
move away from that particular character 
and script, rather than considering 
alternative fictional characters. However, 
another Producer we spoke to said that 
they would try to look at alternative 
characters that would work without the 
creative needing to change too much.

Interestingly, one Producer shared a 
somewhat different approach when 
including celebrities in their scripts. 
They told us that creatives tend to be 
more conscious about the possibility 
of not getting the celebrity they want 
and often provide a short list of other 
celebrities they can substitute.

Another echoed this thinking, saying 
that often the celebrities written 
into scripts were ‘interchangeable’, 
compared to scripts with fictional 
characters which mostly only work 
with specific character selections. 

One solution posed by a Producer was 
having a licensing expert involved at 
an early stage to help guide creatives 
towards feasible characters. However, 
they said that this was difficult in practice 
as very rarely will they be able to get 
costs to pay a third party for this work 
signed off at such an early stage. 

Of those surveyed, only 2% said they 
didn’t see value in using a third party 
to broker the licensing, indicating 
that producers don’t feel they 
have the knowledge, relationships, 
bandwidth or resources to do things 
directly with the Rights Holders.43

One Producer we spoke with described 
the Rights Holders as ‘very tricky’, 
especially considering they are often 
based in different time zones, which 
is why they prefer to hire a third party 
to manage the licensing process. They 
also said that a licensing expert is 
likely to get the best deal terms. 

Another said, “because I don’t know 
the process that well, I’d much rather 
someone who knows exactly what they’re 
doing does it for me”. They said that 
if they have budget to hire a licensing 
expert they always will, because it will 
be a smoother and quicker process.

Only 11% said they consider licensing 
fictional characters to be easier than 
licensing music, and 42% felt it would 
be easier than hiring a celebrity.44

A Producer told us the reason why they 
feel licensing fictional characters is 
more difficult than licensing music or 
hiring a celebrity came down to simply 
not having the previous experience 
or knowing the process as well. 

This part of our research shows that the 
cost of licensing a fictional character is 
the main hurdle currently stopping the 
development of more scripts featuring 
characters. This appears to be a problem 
that is often too late to resolve, as by 
the time a production budget is locked 
in there is little chance to go back to 
the client and ask for more money. 

52%
of projects featuring fictional characters were 

abandoned due to licensing fees being too high42

14%
of projects weren’t  

approved due to the  
client choosing  

an alternative script42

 THE PRODUCTION
 CHALLENGES

40: Survey Monkey survey November 2020 n=58 
UK advertising production professionals.

41: Survey Monkey survey November 2020 n=49 
UK advertising production professionals.

42: Survey Monkey survey November 2020 n=30 
UK advertising production professionals.

43: Survey Monkey survey November 2020 n=54 
UK advertising production professionals.

44: Survey Monkey survey November 2020 n=53 
UK advertising production professionals.

3%
were abandoned after 

a script not being 
approved within 

the agency42

7%
of projects were 

abandoned  
because licensing 

took too long42

7%
of projects were 

abandoned due to  
the Rights Holder 

declining licensing42

10%
of projects weren’t  

approved due to the agency 
not winning the pitch42

7%
didn’t know who to  

speak to about licensing 
so killed the script42
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Ms. Amanda Kennedy said that 
advertisers seem to be starting to 
recognise the benefits of using film 
personas as opposed to their celebrity 
counterparts. She pointed to an example 
from Super Bowl LIII in 2019, when 
Stella Artois created a campaign with 
Sarah Jessica Parker playing her Sex 
and the City character, Carrie Bradshaw, 
and Jeff Bridges playing his character, 
The Dude, from The Big Lebowski.

When considering characters that aren’t 
directly linked to a celebrity, such as 
The Cookie Monster or SpongeBob 
SquarePants, Ms. Kennedy believes the 
risks associated with a transgression 
would be non-existent. However, she 
believes when picking the right fit for 
their campaign, advertisers should ensure 
there is relevant fit with the product. 

As an example, she said “while it 
might be believable for SpongeBob to 
endorse a burger chain, it may not 

be believable for him to sell a car”. 
She also warned that consumers 
could develop negative associates 
towards the brand if the characters 
were overused, with some potentially 
believing that an advertiser is taking 
advantage of a much-loved character 
for the purpose of making money.

There are countless examples of 
celebrities’ bad behaviour leading 
to cancelled advertising campaigns, 
damaged brands and pulled 
endorsements. There are even undesirable 
situations that don’t involve a celebrity’s 
transgression but still results in damage 
to the brand, such as a celebrity using 
a competitor’s product instead of the 
one they’ve been paid to endorse (for 
example, David Beckham being caught 
using an iPhone instead of a Motorola), or 
declaring that they don’t use the product 
at all (for example, Helena Bonham Carter 
saying she doesn’t wear make-up, despite 
being the face of cosmetic brand Yardley). 

A UK example comes as recently 
as January 2021 when EE dropped 
their latest campaign featuring 
Rita Ora after the singer breached 
quarantine and lockdown guidelines 
issued by the UK government.45

Another example is Jeep’s 2021 Super 
Bowl advertisement starring Bruce 
Springsteen, which was recently 
taken off air following reports of the 
musician driving under the influence. 
The commercial was reinstated after 
charges were lifted a few weeks later.46

From this study it appears that brands 
and advertisers who choose to appoint 
a famous character as their brand 
ambassador would certainly have a lot less 
risk to manage. In addition, they would 
also enjoy the benefit of the characters 
giving their consumers a higher intention 
to purchase their product or service. 

From our Ipsos MORI research we 
established clearly that the public think 
fictional characters are more likely 
to capture their attention than the 
celebrities who play them. We wanted 
to dig a bit deeper into this topic to 
further understand the differences 
between celebrity endorsements and 
fictional character endorsements.

One of the most interesting pieces of 
research we discovered was a study 
undertaken in collaboration with Monash 
University. The study looked specifically 
at comparing film personas and the 
celebrities who play them when creating 
effective brand endorsements.

Ms Amanda Kennedy, Sessional Academic 
(Marketing) at University of Newcastle, 
was one of the authors of the study. She 
said the findings from the study indicated 
that, just like a celebrity, film personas are 
viewed as being familiar to consumers, 
which is a key factor when it comes to 

effective endorsements. However, unlike 
celebrities, film personas have a smaller 
set of associates connected to them. 
She suggests that a smaller associate 
set can lead to a strong link between the 
brand and the film persona, resulting in 
increased advertising effectiveness.

Consumers that were exposed to an 
advertisement featuring a film persona 
reported more positive attributes towards 
the advertisement and brand, as well as 
higher intentions to purchase the product. 

The study also evaluated if a celebrity 
transgression impacted the brand’s 
attitudinal and behavioural judgements 
of the film persona they played. It 
found that when consumers are 
exposed to a celebrity, they associate 
them with their appearance, their 
status, their relationships and 
importantly their transgressions.

However, when a consumer is exposed to 
a film persona, “they primarily associate 
them with factors relating to the character 
and their role in the film with weak links 
back to the celebrity” and the celebrity’s 
broad associations, including any possible 
transgressions. If a celebrity is involved 
with a scandal, the film persona is 
seen by consumers “to be a separate 
identity who is not associated with the 
celebrity’s personal life, thus protecting 
them from the celebrity transgression.”

The study determined that film  
personas are likely to be shielded  
from the negative consequences of a 
celebrity transgression, which is more 
likely to protect the brand they’re 
endorsing from risk. “Consumer attitudes 
towards the film personas should not 
be impacted by the actions of the 
corresponding celebrity”, Ms Kennedy said.

 ARE FICTIONAL CHARACTERS LESS
 RISKY FOR BRANDS THAN CELEBRITIES,
 MUSICIANS AND SPORTS STARS? 

45: https://www.prweek.com/article/1703894/ee-drops-campaign-featuring-rita-ora-lockdown-breaches

46: https://deadline.com/2021/02/bruce-springsteen-jeep-super-bowl-removed-youtube-arrest-1234691663/

WHEN DONE RIGHT, THE USE OF FILM PERSONAS AS 
OPPOSED TO TRADITIONAL CELEBRITIES CAN RESULT IN A 
MORE UNIQUE AND MEMORABLE CAMPAIGN FOR THE BRAND.

THESE FINDINGS 
SUGGEST THAT FILM 
PERSONAS ARE NOT ONLY 
EFFECTIVE ENDORSERS 
FOR BRANDS BUT THEY 
COULD PROVE TO BE 
EVEN MORE EFFECTIVE 
THAN TRADITIONAL 
CELEBRITIES.

Ms Amanda Kennedy, Sessional Academic (Marketing) at University of Newcastle.
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The second most common reason why 
scripts with fictional characters didn’t 
move forward, cited by both creatives 
and producers, was that the client chose 
a different script. There are obviously 
a number of reasons why the client 
would have chosen a different script, 
but in the absence of this additional 
information we can make one informed 
assumption: brands do not have enough 
data or proof on the effectiveness of 
using fictional characters in campaigns. 

We know this as we’ve searched far and 
wide for accurate information! While 
there is plenty of information available 
to brands on the effectiveness of using 
celebrities in advertising, there is a lot 
lacking when it comes to relevant data 
on fictional characters. It could be that 
the lack of meaningful data is putting 
clients off from giving scripts with fictional 
characters the go-ahead, especially when 
it means investing in licensing fees.

When surveying advertising producers, we 
were able to see that 64% of them could 
not name a single company that manages 
the licensing of fictional characters 
without aided prompts. Licensing experts 
have the relationship, expertise and 
experience which allows them to facilitate 
the licensing process with ease and speed. 

However, without these relationships, 
expertise and experience, licensing the 
use of a character in an advertising 
campaign can be difficult and time 
consuming. There are many moving 
parts and complex situations involved 
within the licensing process, including 
the critically important initial reach 
out to ensure contact has been made 
with the right decision-maker. 

At Born Licensing, we experienced 
one agency contacting us after trying 
persistently for three weeks to get a 
response from a Rights Holder about using 
one of their characters in an advertising 
campaign. We were able to get an answer 
within a number of hours, thanks to 
knowing the right person to contact.

This is a common occurrence, and we try 
not to think about the amount of scripts 
that have been terminated simply due 
to the wrong person being contacted, 
or a generic email address going 
unanswered for weeks if not months. 

As production schedules are often 
extremely tight, this could also 
contribute to fictional characters 
being under-utilised in advertising. As 
one producer stated, Rights Holders 
can be “very tricky” to handle. 

 CONCLUSION:
 A WIDE RANGE OF REASONS WHY
 FICTIONAL CHARACTERS ARE
 UNDER-UTILISED IN ADVERTISING

When taking a look at those representing 
fictional characters versus celebrities, 
we can clearly see talent agencies 
are significantly more resourced, 
focused and incentivised than the 
licensing divisions of Rights Holders. 

Although a healthy, profit-generating 
business, we know the area of licensing 
is not a top priority for most owners 
of fictional characters, and even 
within the licensing division at least 
99% of the revenue comes from 
licensing deals not related to using 
fictional characters in advertising.

Taking both of these factors into 
consideration, we think it’s reasonable 
to conclude that brands do not have 
the same level of awareness or trust 
in the use of fictional characters in 
advertising as they do with celebrities, 
simply because there’s been so little 
commercial focus on the area. This 
has resulted in fictional characters not 
being proactively promoted as a creative 
solution or as a tool for brands.

Our quantitative and qualitative 
research conducted with advertising 
creatives and producers pointed 
to one key issue when it came to 
licensing characters: licensing fees. 

Licensing fees are considered to 
be too expensive – or are at least 
perceived as being too expensive. 
For both Creatives and Producers, 
this was the most common reason 
why scripts using characters or 
entertainment IP fell through.

Cost is clearly a common barrier. It 
is true that certain properties come 
with very high license fees which, 
when factoring additional talent 
fees or customised animation into a 
production too, can significantly eat 
into production budgets. It should be 
noted however, that high profile fictional 
characters generally demand a lower 
fee than high profile celebrities. 

by Amber Cheung

LICENSING EXPERTS HAVE THE 
RELATIONSHIP, EXPERTISE AND 
EXPERIENCE WHICH ALLOWS  
THEM TO FACILITATE THE LICENSING 
PROCESS WITH EASE AND SPEED.
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3
 WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE IN
 ORDER FOR ADVERTISERS TO
 EFFICIENTLY UTILISE FICTIONAL
 CHARACTERS IN ADVERTISING?

©Viacom Inc. SpongeBob SquarePants. 
Created by Stephen Hillenburg.
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Cost barriers need to be broken through 
when it comes to licensing fees. As 
with celebrities, musicians and sports 
stars, not all fictional characters are 
equal. Some characters are incredibly 
expensive, whereas some are quite 
affordable. The ‘blockbuster’ characters 
tend to come with a higher price tag and 
can often be found to be unfeasible.

Rather than terminate scripts, we believe 
they can be saved by sharing the brief 
with a licensing expert who can help to 
find the right character for the creative 
that fits within budget parameters. 

There is insufficient information on the 
effectiveness of fictional characters 
within advertising. Our Ipsos MORI 
research shows that there is a huge 
appetite amongst consumers for fictional 
characters in advertising. If brands 
had this kind of information available 
to them, would they be more inclined 
to consider fictional characters?

Our guess is that they would. It would 
also make the licensing fees far more 
palatable if brands knew the potential 
for a high return on investment and so 
could help to not only get approval on 
licensing fees but even potentially increase 
the budget allocated to licensing. 

Lastly, brands simply don’t have agents 
knocking on their doors frequently 
pitching fictional characters to them. 
When it comes to celebrity talent, there 
are far more talent agents promoting 
their clients and pitching for deals. 
This lack of representation within the 

world of fictional characters is another 
factor which needs to be addressed if 
we are to successfully raise the profile 
of fictional characters in advertising. 

When briefs come in, we need creatives to 
already have fictional characters in mind 
as a concept. We want them to be inspired 
to use fictional characters by going back 
to the basics and reminding creatives 
why people love film and TV. The ability 
for film and TV to inspire very personal 
and emotional responses in people is 
in part what makes the use of fictional 
characters in advertising so effective, 
particularly in relation to key metrics such 
as brand salience or mental availability. 

During our qualitative research we saw 
creatives light up at the thought of 
working with their favourite childhood 
fictional characters. While creatives are 
understandably wary about “bastardising 
childhood memories”,47 if written 
well, campaigns featuring beloved 
characters are hugely well received by 
both the industry and consumers.

Take the Snickers campaign with Mr Bean 
as an example: 95% of creatives rated 
the campaign highly48 while over 55% 
of consumers said the campaign made 
them feel more favourable about the 
brand.49 Only 7% said they hadn’t seen 
or didn’t remember the advertisement, 
which is significant considering it launched 
over 6 years ago and was replaced by 
the Elton John campaign in 2018.

In the short term, we need producers to 
know who to come to when they need 
to license a character. Licensing can be 
difficult and can quickly fall through if 
you don’t have the right contacts and 
the right expertise. We’ve seen far too 
many great scripts scrapped because 
agencies came to us too late in the day.

Hiring a specialist to help with the 
licensing can really open up a world 
of opportunity, but if advertising 
agencies don’t know who to go to there 
will always be a higher rate of scripts 
being scrapped early in comparison 
to campaigns with celebrity talent. 

We believe that storytelling and 
entertainment is at the heart of 
good advertising and we hope that 
by addressing some of the barriers 
discussed in this report we will begin 
to see more brands and creative 
agencies tapping into the huge potential 
fictional characters have to offer.

In this section of the report we take 
a look at two brands who have 
successfully utilised fictional characters 
in advertising. We’ll also touch on seven 
areas in which we believe changes 
can be made in order to see more 
fictional characters in advertising. 

 THERE ARE CHANGES 
 TO BE MADE 

Yet we’ve also seen the data behind 
how effective using fictional characters 
can be for brands. This section focuses 
on what we believe needs to be done 
in order to see fictional characters 
utilised more in advertising.

Firstly, raising the profile of fictional 
characters as an effective creative solution 
amongst advertising agencies and brands 
is a key component. This paper should 
help those with any doubt about the 
powerful impact characters can have in 
advertising, but there is a lot more work 
to do. The research we have shared in 
this paper supports the idea of fictional 
characters being memorable, attention 
grabbing and shareable in advertising. 

However, as this area hasn’t been 
scrutinised heavily before, more 
research needs to be done. There is also 
more work to do around the different 
types of characters to use, depending 
on the targeted demographics and 
desired results of the campaign.

As an obvious example, we would never 
recommend a pre-school character to be 
the star of a new beer commercial (and 
the Rights Holder, of course, wouldn’t 
allow it!). Instead, we’d suggest that the 
brand and agency consider who they’re 
targeting, and then consider fictional 
characters who appeal to that audience.

Similar to hiring celebrities, musicians 
and sports stars, there must be some 
consideration of brand congruence when 
selecting the character, to ensure the 
consumer isn’t lost trying to work out the 
connection. Sometimes when considering 
a character there is a natural instinct 
to move towards one that is from one 
of the most popular and recognisable 
franchises. Instead, we believe relevance 
to the creative is more important 
than how popular the character is.

Using major ‘blockbuster’ characters 
does not always guarantee those all-
important likeability, talk-ability and 
share-ability factors. It’s far more critical 
that the chosen characters fit the brand 
and script like a glove. Often this means 
that more ‘affordable’ characters are 
actually the most successful within 
campaigns. Generally speaking, you can 
also experience more creative freedom 
with more affordable characters. 
Blockbuster characters tend to come with 
a lot more restrictions and sensitivity.

In our quantitative research, we asked 
40 creatives from advertising agencies 
to rate a number of campaigns using 
fictional characters. It’s very telling 
that the campaigns deemed ‘least 
creative’ were those with ‘blockbuster’ 
characters. Piggybacking on the most 
‘popular’ character won’t automatically 
make a campaign a success. 

47: Qualitative research with UK Advertising Creatives, December 2020.

48: Born Licensing SurveyMonkey November 2020, 40 respondents.

49: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=978 adults aged 16-75.

© 2021 Classic Media, LLC. CASPER, its logos, names 
and related indicia are trademarks of and copyrighted 
by Classic Media, LLC. All Rights Reserved.

by Amber Cheung

Within this report we’ve 
identified a number of 

reasons why fictional 
characters are under-utilised 

in advertising, including 
the cost of licensing fees, 

lack of information on the 
effectiveness of fictional 
characters in advertising, 

and lack of resource behind 
pushing fictional characters 

in advertising.
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 DIRECT LINE: A PRIME EXAMPLE 
 OF HOW ADVERTISERS SHOULD WORK
 WITH CHARACTERS

Direct Line is no stranger to 
using the power of fictional 
characters in advertising. 

In 2014, they launched a new series 
of campaigns with Harvey Keitel 
reprising his role as Pulp Fiction’s 
Winston Wolf. It went on to win two 
IPA Effectiveness Gold awards, in 
addition to a raft of other accolades.

Winston ‘The Fixer’ Wolf appeared in 
their advertising campaigns up until the 
end of 2019. In March 2020 Direct Line 
chose to triple-down on their use of 
fictional characters. RoboCop, Donatello 
from Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles 
and Bumblebee from Transformers 
were brought onboard to help to 
focus more on brand than product. 

As each of the characters are part 
of major entertainment franchises, 
they came with huge awareness and 
existing loyal fanbases, thanks to 
years of film and TV content, gaming, 
publishing and merchandise.

Despite the COVID-19 lockdown hitting 
just weeks after the launch, the campaign 
proved to be more successful than the 
very effective Winston Wolf campaign. 

The new campaign was 20% more 
effective than The Fixer at driving sales, 
which is remarkable considering the 
success of the previous campaigns. 
Direct Line also tracked improvements in 
important brand metrics such as brand 
fame, salience, awareness and reappraisal. 

Direct Line’s success comes from 
knowing what they wanted from the 
outset and their creative agency Saatchi 
& Saatchi London bringing on Born 
Licensing as character licensing specialists 
early on in the creative process. 

Over 150 characters owned by almost 
40 Rights Holders were considered for 
the campaign and having a licensing 
expert onboard early to align regularly 
with the creatives and production 
teams was a critical part of getting 
the campaign developed. A licensing 
expert was able to narrow down the 
list based on feasibility, suitability, 
creative alignment and timelines.

Having a licensing expert onboard 
ensured the commercial terms being 
negotiated were fair and reasonable. 
It also meant that the entire resource-
heavy development and approval 
process was taken off the plate of the 
production team, allowing them to focus 
on the rest of the major production.

With each of the character developments 
being quite unique, having a team 
focused solely on ensuring the Rights 
Holders were comfortable with the 
creative was a critically important task. 
Navigating these sensitivities was the 
key to ensuring creative ideas were 
able to be executed and deadlines 
were met in a timely fashion.

As a result of the creative agency 
and client choosing to bring on a 
licensing specialist, every barrier that 
typically emerges in a project like this, 
whether in the creative or production 
stage, was addressed swiftly to 
ensure the project kept on track. 

Wendy Moores, Head of Marketing 
at Direct Line, says that using 
fictional characters helps them 
connect and engage with audiences 
old and new in a different way. 

“Consumers have a different relationship 
with characters than they do with brands, 
especially in a lower interest category 
which allows us to gain their attention, 
entertain them and resonate with them 
in a surprising and (hopefully) delightful 
way. We chose premium characters 
that were recognised as being at the 
top of their game to reflect our own 
brand values, drive swift recall and earn 
ourselves a place in popular culture.”

WE CHOSE PREMIUM 
CHARACTERS THAT 
WERE RECOGNISED  
AS BEING AT THE TOP 
OF THEIR GAME TO 
REFLECT OUR OWN 
BRAND VALUES, DRIVE 
SWIFT RECALL AND EARN 
OURSELVES A PLACE  
IN POPULAR CULTURE.
— Wendy Moores,  
Head of Marketing at Direct Line

Transformers and all related characters are trademarks of Hasbro and 
are used with permission. ©2020 Hasbro. All Rights Reserved. © 2020 
Paramount Pictures Corporation. All Rights Reserved. Licensed by Hasbro.
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IT’S MORE PRACTICAL
Since we’re not dealing with 

another ‘human’ character, it means 
we don’t need to work around a tricky 
schedule, time-zone or other technical, 
medical or personal considerations, 
especially when it comes to shooting.

IT’S LESS EMOTIONAL
Generally speaking,  

working with a character eliminates 
much of the emotion and the politics 
of decision making because they’re 
fictional. We’re not dealing with another 
human’s art, performance or career.

IT CAN BE MORE 
COST EFFICIENT

When using characters like we did, you pay 
only for the license on that character, not 
a celebrity and the character which is the 
case with some high-profile characters.

WE GET TO WORK ON  
THE BEST, WITH THE BEST

Employing a character means we get 
access to properties that are already of 
an excellent standard creatively, which 
have been produced and looked after by 
some of the biggest and best studios in 
Hollywood. Working with these partners 
therefore guarantees a superb final 
product. Which is in turn, very exciting. 

1.

2.

3.

4.

When asked to consider the advantages 
of working with a fictional character 
instead of a celebrity, musician or sports 
star, Moores highlighted 4 areas:

Direct Line decided against creating 
their own characters for the campaign, 
as famous fictional characters are 
already known by consumers who have 
already built relationships with them.

“We understood the value and potential 
of having the real deal, rather than 
inventing something new. It enabled us 
to quickly build impact and memorability 
and borrow the equity that the 
characters have built with their fans.”

Moores highlighted the importance 
of working with a licensing expert 
throughout the process.

“Working with a licensing expert massively 
simplified the process for us – they 
have flawless expertise and efficiency 
in this area that we just don’t have.

With a vast and impressive network we 
were able to truly explore a wide range 
of options much more efficiently than 
we could have done without them, and 
with their knowledge and experience we 
could quickly get to a strong shortlist.

Their strong relationship with the  
Rights Holders also meant that we  
could have pragmatic and effective 
conversations around creative routes 
and approvals and that they could help 
balance the priorities of both client and 
Rights Holder, ensuring that both sides’ 
high standards were adhered to.” 

© 2020 Viacom Overseas Holdings C.V. All Rights Reserved. 
Teenage Mutant Nina Turtles and all related titles, logos and 
characters are trademarks of Viacom Overseas Holdings C.V.

RoboCop TM & © 1987 Orion Pictures 
Corporation. All Rights Reserved.
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MoneySuperMarket is also 
well-known for featuring 
fictional characters in their 
advertising campaigns.

In 2011 they launched their first ‘Epic’ 
themed campaign developed by their 
agency Mother London, where each 
piece of creative focused on a particular 
person feeling epic after saving money 
with MoneySuperMarket. In 2017, they 
aligned their Epic campaign with fictional 
characters for the first time: Masters of the 
Universe characters He-Man and Skeletor.

The first TV campaign featured Skeletor 
dancing down a suburban street to 
Irena Cara’s 80s track ‘Fame!’. Later, 
he is seen by He-Man, who declares 
‘By the Power of Grayskull, Skeletor! 
You’re SO MoneySuperMarket!’. 
The campaign was supported by 
print, digital and social assets.

The campaign was so successful 
that it was the number one highest-
scoring individual commercial in 2017 
by Adwatch and was considered by 
Millward Brown to be within the top 
2% of the most engaging ads ever 
recorded. Branding scores grew by 123%. 
From the UK creatives we surveyed, 
94% considered this to be creative, 
very creative or extremely creative. 

MoneySuperMarket built on the success 
of the first campaign by taking He-Man 
and Skeletor to an entirely new level 6 
months later. The 2-minute TV spot 
saw the two characters recreating the 
iconic Dirty Dancing dance in a bar.

The success was instant, with 3 different 
hashtags trending on Twitter and 
mentions on the platform increasing 
from 100 a day to an unbelievable 
35,000 per hour. Within days it had made 
news headlines and had over 27 million 
views, earning an estimated £3m of free 
media. As a result, MoneySuperMarket 
experienced a 6% uplift of total revenues. 
The campaign itself won a series of 
advertising and licensing industry awards.

From the UK creatives we surveyed,  
95% considered this campaign to be 
creative, very creative or extremely creative. 
More than 3 years after launching, only 11% 
of the UK public say they don’t remember 
or haven’t seen this campaign.50

MoneySuperMarket’s creative agency 
Mother London brought on Born 
Licensing to manage the licensing 
of both the Masters of the Universe 
and Dirty Dancing IP. This allowed us 
to take over the negotiation of the 
licenses along with the extremely 
resource-heavy approval process with 
the Rights Holders. By doing this, 
Mother London and MoneySuperMarket 
were able to focus on the rest of the 
production knowing that they had 
an expert handling the complicated 
licensing portion of the project. 

 MONEYSUPERMARKET’S 
 EPIC USE OF CHARACTERS

50: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=1063 adults aged 16-75

MORE THAN 3 
YEARS AFTER 
LAUNCHING, ONLY 
11% OF THE UK 
PUBLIC SAY THEY 
DON’T REMEMBER 
OR HAVEN’T SEEN 
THIS CAMPAIGN.

Masters of the Universe®; He-Man®, Skeletor®, 
© 2021 Mattel, Inc. All Rights Reserved.
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 ENTER 
 ACTION MAN

After two successful 
campaigns with Skeletor and 
He-Man, MoneySuperMarket 
decided to move away from 
those particular characters 
but keep within the theme of 
licensing fictional characters. 

One great decision was to bring back a 
licensing specialist early on in the process. 
As Born Licensing had managed the 
licensing of the Masters of the Universe 
characters, we were given the task of 
suggesting suitable characters for the 
next campaign. At a very early stage 
we were briefed on the budget, timing 
and the types of character they were 
looking for. As with Skeletor and He-
Man, nostalgia was going to be key.

This process of sharing information 
early allowed us to shortlist a range of 
suitable characters for the creatives 
to draft scripts around. It meant that 
creatives were working on options that 
were suitable, available to be licensed 
and importantly feasible, rather than 
wasting time developing ideas that had no 
chance of materialising from the outset. 

The selected character was the classic 
action figure Action Man. An iconic 
British toy, Action Man is well-known 
across the UK with multi-generational 
appeal. The campaign developed was 
a brilliant stop-motion production 
featuring Action Man dancing through 
the desert to CeCe Peniston’s ‘Finally’.

It was also well received, being named 
Ad of the Day in both The Drum 
and Adweek. It went on to win gold 
for craft at The Andy’s and a Wood 
Pencil at the D&AD Awards.

From the UK creatives we surveyed, 
77% considered this to be creative, very 
creative or extremely creative. Over 2 
years later, remarkably only 15% of the 
UK public say they don’t remember 
or haven’t seen this campaign.51

MoneySuperMarket and Mother London’s 
decision to appoint a licensing expert 
ensured that any of the typical challenges 
posed throughout the licensing process 
were met by a team experienced in 
addressing these efficiently and finding 
solutions acceptable to all stakeholders. 
As the advertiser and the client weren’t 
in direct contact with the Rights Holders, 
we were able to manage all aspects of 
the licensing, allowing them to focus 
on the rest of the production. 

42: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=1063 adults aged 16-7551: Ipsos MORI survey 27 November 2020 n=1063 adults aged 16-75

IT WENT ON TO  
WIN GOLD FOR CRAFT 
AT THE ANDY’S AND  
A WOOD PENCIL AT 
THE D&AD AWARDS.
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MORE CONSIDERATION FOR 
CHARACTERS SHOULD BE MADE 
FROM THE OUTSET
Similarly to how advertisers choose 
to bring on celebrities as part of 
their marketing strategy at an early 
stage, utilising characters can also 
be a decision that is made early.

At the moment brands are typically 
only considering characters when their 
creative agency incorporates them into 
their scripts, which are developed to 
respond to a client brief. We encourage 
advertisers to see the power of aligning 
their brand with a well-known fictional 
character. Incorporating this into their 
marketing strategy much earlier on will 
allow fictional characters to be included 
when briefing their creative agencies.

Advertisers and their creative agencies 
should put thought into the attributes 
the ideal character(s) should have 
and who they should be appealing to. 
There are hundreds of thousands of 
fictional characters to be considered, 
spanning across film, TV, animation, 
video games, toys and literature.

Similar to selecting a suitable celebrity, 
musician or sports star for a brand, 
the same consideration needs to be 
made for the character: who does 
the character appeal to? What are 
their values and what level of brand 
congruence can you tap into?

BRANDS SHOULD CONSIDER FICTIONAL CHARACTERS 
AS A BROADER MARKETING INVESTMENT RATHER THAN 
A PRODUCTION COST
We learnt that a lot of the reasons why scripts featuring characters 
don’t go ahead is because of budget challenges. After identifying 
that they would like to align their brand with a fictional character, 
brands should consider separating those costs from the overall 
production budget. This reserves a necessary portion of the 
production budget, allowing the production team to focus on the 
remainder without having to balance the licensing fees within that. 

We also highly encourage advertisers to consider the value 
fictional characters can add, as they often will generate a 
significant amount of earned media. Utilising funds from 
the typically much larger media budget to help pay for 
the right fictional character is something to consider.

Another option is to sign a longer-term license, allowing 
advertisers to pull funds from a number of annual budgets rather 
than from a single production budget. This would also allow 
brands to get maximum value out of the licensed characters 
as they could incorporate them into longer term strategies 
and use them beyond the scope of advertising material. 

For example, a cat food brand could consider bringing on the 
well-known fictional cat Garfield to help drive their marketing 
initiatives over a number of years. This could mean that the 
licensing fees would not be taken from a particular campaign 
production budget, but instead from a broader marketing budget. 

1. 2.WAYS 
TO MAKE 
CHANGE
Having the information 
shared in this report plus 
a wealth of experience 
on the topic, we have 
summarised seven 
areas in which change 
can be made in order to 
see advertisers utilise 
fictional characters more.

Care Bears TM &  
© 2021 Those Characters 
from Cleveland, LLC. 
All Rights Reserved.
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BRING LICENSING EXPERTS IN 
AT AN EARLIER STAGE OF THE 
CREATIVE PROCESS
The area of licensing characters in 
advertising is very niche. It’s a time-
consuming process that requires the 
right approach, knowledge, experience, 
relationships and management.

Bringing in an expert at the earliest 
opportunity ensures that the fictional 
characters being considered are suitable, 
within budget and able to be licensed.  
If a character is not feasible, an expert  
will very likely be able to suggest 
alternative fictional characters that are 
feasible and achieve the same objectives.

Having a great partner with strong 
expertise in this space frees up 
production resource and is more likely 
to allow for a smoother process. It also 
ensures that the deal terms negotiated 
are fair and to industry standard.

RIGHTS HOLDERS NEED  
TO BE MORE PROACTIVE
In this report we showcased the 
differences between the talent agents 
representing celebrities, musicians 
and sports stars compared to those 
representing fictional characters.

Rights Holders and Licensors of fictional 
characters need to do more to engage with 
the advertising and marketing community 
to present their characters as suitable 
options for commercial endorsements 
and appearances. This could involve 
allocating more headcount and resources 
to this specific area of licensing.

It could include ensuring the team 
managing this area of their business 
have a higher profile amongst 
advertising agencies and brands, 
or that they are presenting their 
characters on a regular basis. 

Offering a clear path to contact the right 
people quickly will also be of help.

ALWAYS HAVE A PLAN B
Through our research, we learnt 
that creatives often develop scripts 
with a number of celebrities in 
mind, however scripts with fictional 
characters are typically built 
around one specific character.

We encourage creatives to try to develop 
scripts around a certain type of character 
rather than strictly one specific character. 
This allows for some flexibility throughout 
the licensing process and will give the 
script a better chance at being produced.

There are many reasons why the 
preferred character may not be able to 
be licensed, so it is critically important 
to have a viable Plan B option. 
Scripts should not be locked down 
until the character is fully secure.

For example, if a script has incorporated 
the well-known villain from Star Wars, 
Darth Vader, we would encourage 
creatives to consider how the script can 
be tweaked should that character not be 
feasible. There are many other characters 
that could make a script relying on an evil 
villain work, such as The Joker, Ming the 
Merciless, Lord Voldemort or Skeletor.

MORE RESEARCH NEEDS  
TO BE DONE
We believe this is the first white paper 
of its kind which demonstrates how 
fictional characters are under-utilised 
in advertising through consumer and 
industry research. It has certainly served 
its purpose by showing the public’s and 
the advertising industry’s appetite to 
see fictional characters in advertising 
more than they currently appear.

However, there is a lot more research 
to be done, specifically covering the 
short term and long-term influence 
of fictional characters in advertising 
along with specific areas around the 
creative and production challenges. 
There also needs to be research focused 
on brand marketers themselves, which 
has not been covered in this report.

Additionally, research of this nature 
needs to expand beyond the UK 
to other major advertising markets 
around the world, particularly the 
US, China, Japan, France, Germany, 
Brazil, India, Australia and Canada.

At Born Licensing, we’re 
committed to continue driving 
this conversation forward.

AGENCIES AND BRANDS  
MUST BELIEVE IN THE SHORT  
AND LONG TERM BENEFITS
There are both short and long-
term benefits of aligning with 
a fictional character.

In the short term there is the benefit 
of attracting attention, leveraging 
high awareness, tapping into an 
existing fanbase and drawing on 
consumers’ emotions and memories.

In the long term, there is the possibility 
of aligning a brand with a fictional 
character to an extent that a consumer 
will think of the brand regardless of 
where they see the characters, i.e. in 
a film, TV series, magazine etc. There 
is also the added benefit of there 
being much less risk of controversy, 
with consumers able to separate 
fictional characters from the potentially 
unfavourable celebrities who play them.

Characters who have little or no 
association with a celebrity, for example 
animated characters like SpongeBob 
SquarePants or RoboCop, are thought 
to remove all risk whatsoever.

Brands should remember these 
benefits when briefing their 
agencies. Agencies should highlight 
the same when pitching ideas.

3. 6.4. 7.5.

©2021 Lyons Partnership, L.P. ©2021 
HIT Entertainment Limited.
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 IN CLOSING

by David Born

We identified that 100% of creatives 
surveyed had worked on a project with 
fictional characters or clips that didn’t 
go ahead, and that only 7% said they 
wouldn’t want to work with IP more 
than they do. Creatives and producers 
agreed that budget was the biggest 
barrier to them working with fictional 
characters more than they currently do. 

We shared two examples of brands and 
creative agencies we’ve worked with 
who have approached utilising fictional 
characters in the right way, and why we 
believe they had a successful experience. 

We have shared our thoughts on 
what needs to be done in order for 
fictional characters to meet their 
true potential in advertising. 

Many advertising and marketing greats 
talk about the importance of storytelling. 
We believe that it makes sense to work 
with fictional characters that appear in 
some of the most popular, well-known 
and cherished stories in the world.

We feel that this report gives a perspective 
barely considered before anywhere in 
the world, and we plan on expanding 
on this in the future. As this is a UK 
focused study, we only focused on 
consumers, advertising professionals 
and case studies from the UK. The next 
step is to see if these conclusions are 
shared in other markets, particularly 
in the US where characters have been 
more commonly used in advertising, 
along with other suitable markets.

I want to be clear that our conclusion 
in this white paper is that characters 
are under-utilised in advertising, and 
that there is a significant opportunity 
for advertisers to tap into this unmet 
demand. We are not saying that 
celebrities, musicians and sports stars are 
not effective. When used the right way, 
talent can be incredibly powerful. For 
example, the 2020 Just Eat campaign 
which featured rapper Snoop Dogg 
was a huge success, as were a number 
of other campaigns featuring talent.

The purpose of this report is not to 
comment on how often celebrities, 
musicians and sports stars should 
appear in advertising. We are 
merely using them as a benchmark 
for how often fictional characters 
should be utilised in advertising.

We hope that this report  
is helpful to those reading 
and that it results in  
brands and advertising 
agencies more efficiently 
utilising fictional characters 
as a marketing tool. 

THE UK PUBLIC TOLD US OVERWHELMINGLY THAT THEY  
MOST LIKE TO SEE FICTIONAL CHARACTERS IN ADVERTISING 

MORE THAN CELEBRITIES, MUSICIANS AND SPORTS STARS.
We set out on this journey 
to understand if our hunch 
about fictional characters 
being under-utilised in 
advertising was an internal 
bias or a true fact. 

When reviewing the Ipsos MORI survey 
results, we would have considered 
our hunch to be proven if fictional 
characters had ranked similar to or even 
slightly below celebrities, musicians 
and sports stars in our research. This 
is due to our estimate of fictional 
characters being used in advertising 
less than 1% of the time, and much less 
than the other endorsement types. 

However, the results were much more 
significant than we anticipated. The UK 
public told us overwhelmingly that they 
most like to see fictional characters 
in advertising when compared to 
celebrities, musicians and sports stars.

We also established that famous 
characters were more likely to:

 ● Capture the UK public’s attention.

 ● Make people remember the 
advert the next day.

 ● Make people want to tell their 
friends or share on social media.

 ● Make people like the brand.

We discovered that characters and 
celebrities are considered almost equally 
likely to make people want to purchase 
a product or a service - something 
that would probably surprise many.

We also established that fictional 
characters are 54% more likely to 
capture the public’s attention over 
brand characters developed by brands, 
based on the 16 characters presented. 

We demonstrated how fictional 
characters are proven to be a less 
risky choice as a brand ambassador 
than the celebrities who play them.

We evaluated over 4,000 UK 
advertisements to confirm that 
fictional characters currently only 
feature in 1.1% of advertising, and that 
an advertisement is 13.4 times more 
likely to feature a celebrity, musician or 
sports star than a fictional character. 

All of this research has allowed us to 
clearly establish that fictional characters 
are under-utilised in advertising. 
From this, we went on to discover a 
lot about the current barriers in place 
that might be contributing to this.

Pink Panther TM & © 2021 MGM

6 1B O R N L I C E N S I N G . C O M6 0   I   B O R N L I C E N S I N G . C O M



2021 South Park Digital Studios LLC. All Rights Reserved. South 
Park © 2021 Comedy Partners. All Rights Reserved. 

Garfield © PAWS. All Rights Reserved.

© 2021 CBS Television Distribution and CBS Interactive Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
STAR TREK and related marks are trademarks of CBS Studios Inc. 

6 3B O R N L I C E N S I N G . C O M6 2   I   B O R N L I C E N S I N G . C O M



+44 20 3289 5166 

contact@bornlicensing.com

bornlicensing.com


			ABOUT
			BORN LICENSING
		THE AUTHORS
		INTRODUCING THE 
		CASE FOR CHARACTERS
		ARE FICTIONAL
		CHARACTERS
		UNDER-UTILISED IN
		ADVERTISING?
		INTRODUCTION TO 
		Ipsos MORI RESEARCH
		FICTIONAL CHARACTERS ‘MOST-LIKED’
		COMPARED TO CELEBRITIES,
		MUSICIANS AND SPORTS STARS
		FICTIONAL CHARACTERS
		OUTSHINE THE CELEBRITIES BEST
		KNOWN FOR PLAYING THEM
		WHAT DOES GOOGLE TRENDS 
		TELL US ABOUT COMPARING FICTIONAL
		CHARACTERS TO CELEBRITIES?
		POPULAR MUSIC TRACKS ARE TOP, 
		BUT FICTIONAL CHARACTERS OUTPERFORM 
		CELEBRITIES, MUSICIANS AND SPORTS STARS
		HOW DO FICTIONAL
		CHARACTERS STACK UP AGAINST
		BRAND CHARACTERS?
		HOW OFTEN ARE FICTIONAL CHARACTERS,
		CELEBRITIES, MUSICIANS AND SPORTS
		STARS USED IN ADVERTISING?
		CONCLUSION:
		FICTIONAL CHARACTERS ARE
		UNDER-UTILISED IN ADVERTISING
		WHY ARE FICTIONAL 
		CHARACTERS 
		UNDER-UTILISED 
		IN ADVERTISING? 
		TALENT AGENCIES ARE ROBUST
		AND WELL-RESOURCED
		FICTIONAL CHARACTERS LACK 
		FOCUSED REPRESENTATION
		AND COMMERCIAL RESOURCE
		ADVERTISING CREATIVES 
		WANT TO WORK MORE WITH 
		FICTIONAL CHARACTERS
		THE PRODUCTION
		CHALLENGES
		ARE FICTIONAL CHARACTERS LESS
		RISKY FOR BRANDS THAN CELEBRITIES,
		MUSICIANS AND SPORTS STARS? 
		CONCLUSION:
		A WIDE RANGE OF REASONS WHY
		FICTIONAL CHARACTERS ARE
		UNDER-UTILISED IN ADVERTISING
		WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE IN
		ORDER FOR ADVERTISERS TO
		EFFICIENTLY UTILISE FICTIONAL
		CHARACTERS IN ADVERTISING?
		THERE ARE CHANGES 
		TO BE MADE 
		DIRECT LINE: A PRIME EXAMPLE 
		OF HOW ADVERTISERS SHOULD WORK
		WITH CHARACTERS
		MONEYSUPERMARKET’S 
		EPIC USE OF CHARACTERS
		ENTER 
		ACTION MAN
		IN CLOSING

	Home_left 2: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 8: 
	Page 9: 
	Page 10: 
	Page 12: 
	Page 13: 
	Page 16: 
	Page 17: 
	Page 18: 
	Page 19: 
	Page 20: 
	Page 24: 
	Page 25: 
	Page 27: 
	Page 28: 
	Page 30: 

	Home_left 3: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 11: 
	Page 14: 
	Page 15: 
	Page 21: 
	Page 22: 
	Page 23: 
	Page 26: 
	Page 29: 
	Page 31: 
	Page 32: 



