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Abstract

When I reach my Olivia Pope status I’m going to 
buy giant wine glasses to celebrate #Scandal #Ol-
iviaPope #Bosslady

Product placement, often referred to as brand placement, 
is an orchestrated product message designed to influence 
audiences through the unobtrusive inclusion of a branded 
product in entertainment content (Balasubramanian 1994, 
31). Orchestration may take various forms ranging from 
loaning the product to charging a fee. As a type of hybrid 
message (Balasubramanian 1994), product placements ben-
efit from their non-commercial character due to the lack of 
sponsor identification. Interestingly, products may appear 
prominently whether or not an agreement is in place. For 
example, Hershey’s Reese’s Pieces candy was notably in-
tegrated into the plot of the film E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial 
playing a key role in E.T. finding his way home (Babin and 
Carder 1996). Similarly, Polaroid was repeated in the hook 
of Outkast’s hit song “Hey Ya!” and used in the accompa-
nying music video (Thompson 2004). Despite their mutual 
prominence, unlike Hershey’s, Polaroid did not orchestrate 
or pay for its inclusion. In both cases, however, the brands 
saw increased sales and awareness.

Unbranded products such as haircuts (Russell and Puto 
1999), dogs (https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-enter-
tainment/tv/news/game-of-thrones-direwolves-huskies-an-
imal-shelters-peter-dinklage-tyrion-lannister-a7894821.
html) and food (https://www.esquire.com/food-drink/food/

a13972/avengers-boosts-shawarma-sales-8707403/) have 
also seen increased sales following prominent placements. 
So, despite a lack of formal agreement or brand identifiers, 
unbranded products that are prominently featured within 
entertainment content may be sought out and adopted by 
consumers. This adoption may be facilitated by the exis-
tence of parasocial relationships—the long-term, intimate 
connections viewers build with media figures (Russell and 
Stern 2006).

The current paper investigates consumers’ journey to 
identify and ultimately purchase an unbranded product—
the Camille 23-oz. wine glass—used by Olivia Pope, the 
lead character of the political television drama Scandal. 
This particular journey originates in social media and cul-
minates on the brand’s web site. Social media’s influence 
in consumer behavior has been investigated regarding tele-
vision viewing habits, consumer decision-making, and the 
closely-related concepts of ratings and reviews (Bronner 
and de Hoog 2014; Dellarocas 2006; Hennig-Thurau et al. 
2004; Kaplan and Haenlein 2010). More recently, scholars 
have investigated the role of social media in the consumer 
journey from problem recognition to post-purchase evalua-
tion via the social commerce literature stream (Zhang and 
Benyoucef 2016; Kang et al. 2013; Yadav et al. 2013). How-
ever, to our knowledge no study to date has explored how 
consumers utilize Twitter to draw attention to and identify 
an unbranded product, generating significant interest and 
desire to drive online sales. In an effort to address this void 
we adopt a grounded theory approach, using the Camille 
wine glass as a case study. Adapting Yadav’s stages of con-
sumer journey, we highlight the interconnectivity and pro-
gression of consumers’ conversations from Twitter to the 
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Crate & Barrel web site—examining the decision-making 
process across multiple platforms. We begin by examining 
the role and placement of the unbranded product in the tele-
vision show, how consumers turn to social media and vir-
tual fan communities to determine the identity of the prod-
uct and their transition to the retailer website to make the 
purchase. We also explore when, where, and how product 
evaluations are shared with others to drive additional sales, 
identify those participants who played an instrumental role 
in the consumer journey as well as the content and format 
of messaging that appears to exert the most influence. We 
conclude with managerial recommendations.
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