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Case Study: Pepsi-Kendall Jenner Commercial 

Background 

Pepsi 

         Caleb Bradham created “Brad’s Drink” in 1893 in his local drug store. Brad’s Drink 

became Pepsi-Cola in 1898. Bradham created the Pepsi-Cola company in 1902, and it placed its 

first advertisement in the New Bern Weekly Journal that year.  

Pepsi-Cola and Frito-Lay merged to create PepsiCo in 1965. It became the first company 

to introduce lightweight, recyclable, two-liter bottles for their product five years later. In 1984, 

Pepsi became “The Choice of a New Generation” with a television commercial featuring 

Michael Jackson and his brothers. In 1988, a four-part Michael Jackson-Pepsi commercial aired 

during the Grammy Awards and became the most-watched commercial in advertising history.  

In 2004, PepsiCo published its first Corporate Citizenship report. PepsiCo introduced 

Performance with a Purpose and became one of the first modern companies to identify the 

relationship between corporations and society in 2007.  

  However, PepsiCo has made mistakes with their advertising. These communications 

errors do not represent its reputation for global citizenship well. In 2013, PepsiCo pulled an ad 

for Mountain Dew because it gave the impression that it compared black people to goats. Dr. 

Boyce Watkinds called it “the most racist commercial in history.” 

Kendall Jenner  

 As significant characters in today’s pop culture, Kendall Jenner and her family live in the 

public eye. The public regularly accuses them of cultural insensitivity and appropriation. In 
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October of 2018, the public accused Kendall of cultural appropriation for having an afro in a 

Vogue photo shoot.  

Description of the Crisis 

 In 2017, PepsiCo released a commercial featuring Kendall Jenner, a protest, and its 

product Pepsi. Both Kendall Jenner and PepsiCo experienced backlash from the public for the 

advertisement for several reasons.  

 First, the advertisement suggested a Pepsi could solve protests and issues, such as the 

Black Lives Matter movement. PepsiCo color-coded the protest signs in the commercial to match 

its brand. This trivializes the Black Lives Matter protests along with other causes. The 

commercial appeared particularly distasteful because controversial and emotional protests 

populated 2017.  

 Second, stereotypes make up a significant part of the commercial’s content. In one scene, 

black men break dance, an Asian man plays the cello and a white man plays an electric guitar.  

 Third, the advertisement attempts to “check” diversity boxes without using the diverse 

characters in as meaningful of a way as the rich white woman, Kendall Jenner. One scene lasts 

for a few seconds and shows two transgender people hugging and does not refer back to them.  

 People, including Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s daughter, Bernice, spoke out against the 

advertisement. King posted to Twitter saying, “If only Daddy would have known about the 

power of #Pepsi.” 

Analysis 

 PepsiCo pulled the commercial a day after releasing it. The company said it did not wish 

to “make light of any serious issue.” PepsiCo handled the situation well because the reacted 
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quickly, took responsibility, apologized and removed the commercial. Without those actions, 

Pepsi might still feel the consequences of the controversy today. 

Although PepsiCo’s response did not make the crisis worse, it should not have created 

the commercial in the first place. The all white group that created the commercial should have 

been more diverse, or the group should have asked for feedback from people different from 

itself. Without diverse perspectives, faux-pas with cultural insensitivity and appropriation 

perpetuate as almost a guarantee. 

Recommendations  

 In order to prevent another similar commercial or one like the Mountain Dew 

commercial, PepsiCo needs to diversify its advertising team. They should also run diverse focus 

groups to test advertisements before running them on a national stage.  

 Additionally, Kendall Jenner should not act as the face of any advertisement or statement 

that may be controversial. People perceive Kendall Jenner as privileged, out-of-touch, and 

culturally insensitive. PepsiCo should have chosen a more diverse, less infamous celebrity as the 

face of their campaign. 
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