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DECISION

Meeting 8 November 2011
Complaint 11/558



Complainant: L. McMahon



Advertisement: Powershop.co.nz
Complaint:  The billboard advertisement for Powershop featured Buddhist imagery with an image of Rupert Murdoch.  The words “Same Power Different Attitude” featured at the top of the advertisement. 
Complainant, L. McMahon said;
“The large billboard has a picture of a Holy Tibetan Lama surrounded by a holy Tibetan Buddhist mandala of deities, and the head of the Holy Lama has been replaced with a scoundrel, it is hard to tell exactly who but in their other billboard they featured Richard Nixon, so its reasonable to presume that they head represents some scoundrel like him.   It could be George Bush, I'm not sure.
The use of a holy religious image which is sacred to Tibetan Buddhists for the purpose of parody and profit by Powershop is offensive and sacralegious to Tibetan Buddhists”.
The Chairman ruled that the following provisions were relevant: 

Code of Ethics

Basic Principle 4: All advertisements should be prepared with a due sense of social responsibility to consumers and to society.

Rule 5: Offensiveness - Advertisements should not contain anything which in the light of generally prevailing community standards is likely to cause serious or widespread offence taking into account the context, medium, audience and product (including services).
The Advertiser, Powershop.co.nz, said:

1. Thank you for your letter of 7 October 2011 concerning the complaints received about Powershop's bus shelter and website advertisements containing the image of Rupert Murdoch in connection with Buddhist imagery ("advertisement").
2. Powershop regrets that the advertisement has caused offence to the complainant, but does not consider that it has breached the Advertising Code of Ethics ("Code").
The nature of the advertisements

3. In Powershop's submission, the complainant has unfortunately misconstrued the nature of the advertisement.
4. It was never Powershop's intention to subject the beliefs and practices of Tibetan Buddhists to mockery or satire. To the contrary, the association of Rupert Murdoch with Buddhist imagery was a device that emphasized the altruistic and praiseworthy elements of the Buddhist faith to implicitly suggest that Rupert Murdoch would be a better person if he exercised his "power" with a "different attitude", i.e. if he was a Buddhist.
5. The advertisement was devised in the context of the substantial world media coverage interest in the British Police investigation into allegations of corruption by the News Corporation-owned tabloid newspaper, News of the World. The advertisement was intended to be a satirical commentary of this apparent abuse of "power" by Rupert Murdoch through his control of News Corporation; the purpose of such satire being to encourage competition between electricity providers in the retail sector.
6. Furthermore, Powershop has deliberately used a new illustration In the style of an editorial cartoon to ensure that it is obvious to viewers that it is not a photograph or real situation.
Steps taken to avoid offence

7. Powershop takes seriously the requirement in basic principle 4 of the Code that al! advertisements be prepared with a due sense of social responsibility to consumers and to society. Accordingly, Powershop sought to engage with customers and the public in general to gauge reaction to the advertisements in a number of ways before and during this advertising campaign.
8. In particular, Powershop engaged actively with customers and the public via its website, the blogosphere, and in other social media. Powershop received only a very few comments about the Rupert Murdoch image, and those that were received were largely positive.
No breach of Rule 5

9. With reference to rule 5 of the Code and paragraphs 4 and 5 above, while acknowledging the personal views of the complainant, Powershop does not consider that the advertisements are in breach. When evaluated against generally prevailing community standards, we do not consider that imagery relating to the Buddhist faith could, in itself, be offensive, nor has such imagery been used in a manner which could be considered deliberately offensive, or likely to cause serious or widespread offence.
Next steps

10. The advertising agencies that assisted us with the campaign were Doublefish, MBM (online media buyer) and J D Media (offline media buyer). The billboard owners were OTW (Auckland), Roadside Attractions (Christchurch) and M5 (Wellington). We have previously forwarded their details to you as requested.
11. Powershop would welcome the opportunity to discuss any questions that the ASA may have regarding our response. We look forward to hearing from you
The Agency, Doublefish, said:

Thank you for your letter of 7 October inviting our response to the above complaint.
The Powershop concept under dispute features a satirical illustration of Rupert Murdoch, a well-known billionaire capitalist, depicted as a Buddhist monk, his orange robes symbolising his imagined renunciation of earthly power and possessions.
The advertisement did not intend to - and we believe does not - denigrate the Buddhist faith in any way. It presents the selflessness of Buddhist philosophy in a completely positive light, as something that Mr Murdoch might benefit from.
Illustrative elements are from a public domain depiction of Lama Tsongkhapa, a 14th century yogi from Tibet. As a writer, he has a practical link to Mr Murdoch's publishing activities. More information about him is available here:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Je Tsongkhapa
Out of respect for the tradition, we did not wish to use crude or glib stylisations in the campaign. Authenticity was important. It's our belief that the depiction of Buddhism in this execution is completely positive. We regret the offence the complainant has taken, but it was not our intention in any way to disparage a philosophy and system of thought we sincerely respect and support
The Media, Media5, said:
Thank-you for forwarding L. McMahon's complaint. I am replying solely on behalf of Media5.
I appreciate the Complainant’s concern but I think the complaint is unfounded because it seems obvious to me that the advertiser is not seeking to denigrate any religious aspects.
In fact, if anything, it seems to me that in a light hearted way the image affirms the positive aspects of the religious association, i.e. its ability to create positive qualities out of negative ones.
I certainly don't believe the billboard image is socially irresponsible or likely to cause widespread offence.
Deliberation

The Complaints Board carefully read all the correspondence in relation to the complaint, and viewed a copy of the billboard advertisement.  It noted that in the Complainant’s view the advertisement was offensive due to its use of a sacred holy religious image for the purpose of parody and profit.  
The Acting Chairman directed the Complaints Board to consider the complaint with reference to Basic Principle 4 and Rule 5 of the Code of Ethics.  This required the Complaints Board to consider whether the advertisement had been prepared with a due sense of social responsibility to consumers and society, and whether the advertisement contained anything which clearly or was likely to cause serious or widespread offence in the light of generally prevailing community standards.
Turning to the advertisement, the Complaints Board were of the view that the Advertiser had taken care to ensure that the elements of Buddhism had been reflected correctly within the advertisement.  It noted the Advertiser’s response that “The advertisement was devised in the context of the substantial world media coverage interest in the British Police investigation into allegations of corruption by the News Corporation-owned tabloid newspaper, News of the World. The advertisement was intended to be a satirical commentary of this apparent abuse of "power" by Rupert Murdoch through his control of News Corporation; the purpose of such satire being to encourage competition between electricity providers in the retail sector”  While the Complaints Board acknowledged that some would consider there to be an element of bad taste depicting Rupert Murdoch as a Buddhist monk, it said the advertisement did not go as far as to reach the threshold to cause serious or widespread offence in light of generally prevailing community standards. 
Accordingly, the Complaints Board ruled to not uphold the complaint.

Decision: Complaint Not Upheld
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