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Jimmy Kimmel, right, and Guillermo Rodriguez delivering a live spot for a Pontiac car during Mr. Kimmel’s late-night 
show 
 
TELEVISION may be the ultimate “green” medium, recycling ideas that go in one era and out 
the other. NBC, for instance, plans to bring back “Knight Rider” in the fall, and CW is 
scheduling a new version of “Beverly Hills 90210.” 
 
Such revivals are not limited to the programs. The networks are also reusing a popular 
advertising ploy of the past: the live commercial. 
 
When TV began as a national medium, many spots were delivered live because many 
programs — dramas, soap operas, talk shows — were live. Some products, among them Timex 
watches and Polaroid instant cameras, made their reputations through spots that offered 
audiences live demonstrations. 
 
The shift to recorded series relegated live commercials to “remember when?” reels. Now, as 
marketers strive to counter the growing ability of viewers to skip or avoid spots, live sales 
pitches are being reconsidered for their potential stopping and staying power. 
 
“Like everybody else, we’re challenged by how we can engage with the consumer in the era of 
TiVo and the commercial pod that seems interminable,” said Steve Provost, chief marketing 
officer at Quiznos in Denver, which recently sponsored a live spot during the “Jimmy Kimmel 
Live!” late-night show on ABC. 
 
Mr. Provost said that Quiznos was “ecstatic” over the response to the ad, which featured Mr. 
Kimmel and a sidekick, Guillermo Rodriguez, in a skit about a new line of sandwiches called 
the $5 Large Deli Favorite Subs. 
 
Mr. Provost compared live TV commercials with the “live reads” of commercials by disc jockeys 
on radio stations, which he praised for their spontaneity.  
 
That assessment was echoed by Niels Schuurmans, senior vice president for consumer 
marketing and creative at Spike TV in New York, which is planning live commercials in prime 
time for the third or fourth quarter. 
 



Live commercials “feel urgent and fresh, not like another canned thing,” said Mr. Schuurmans, 
whose network is part of the MTV Networks division of Viacom. 
 
Spike is “very, very close” to signing sponsors for the live spots, he added, which would appear 
in new programs like “a live, three-minute game show that would run in commercial breaks 
every night in prime time, five nights a week.” 
 
Another benefit of spots delivered live is the halo effect of being associated with the stars of 
the shows in which they appear, like Mr. Kimmel, or Jay Leno and Conan O’Brien of NBC. 
 
Advertisers can share in “the good will the audience has toward Conan and Jay and have that 
transfer to their products,” said Marianne Gambelli, president for network sales and marketing 
at NBC in New York. 
 
“It’s not an endorsement,” she added, “but it works with the tonality and environment of the 
show.”  
 
• 
 
NBC would “love to do something in prime time” with live commercials, Ms. Gambelli said, as 
part of efforts to help advertisers find “the best solutions to their needs, which are not cookie-
cutter but customized.” 
 
Mr. Kimmel and his cast members started delivering live spots this month for advertisers that 
include, in addition to Quiznos, Nikon cameras and the Pontiac division of General Motors. Two 
additional live Nikon commercials are scheduled for Wednesday and Thursday nights.  
 
“There are 8 to 12 more we’re on the 1-yard line with, that would air June through 
September,” said Douglas Hochstadt, vice president for late-night sales at ABC in New York, 
part of the Walt Disney Company. 
 
The idea for the live spots was Mr. Kimmel’s, said Mr. Hochstadt, who called the host “a 
student of the history of late-night talk shows.” Those shows, with hosts like Steve Allen, 
Johnny Carson and Jack Paar, contributed mightily to the golden age of live commercials. 
 
“It’s one of those ideas that, in an apt use of the cliché, is so old it’s new again,” said Rick 
Ludwin, executive vice president for late-night and prime-time series at NBC in Burbank, Calif., 
part of the NBC Universal unit of General Electric, which has brought back live spots — 
technically, live on tape — during “The Tonight Show With Jay Leno” for brands like Cottonelle, 
Dockers, Garmin and Klondike. 
 
“I’ve been lobbying for this for 10 years,” said Mr. Ludwin, who recalled fondly a live 
commercial on “Tonight” in the early 1970s when a dog refused to eat the Alpo dog food it was 
being fed by Ed McMahon. Mr. Carson “came backstage to where Ed was, on all fours, and ate 
the Alpo.” 
 
That brings up a pitfall of live spots: Because they are live, anything can happen. 
 
For instance, one Timex “torture test” commercial was derailed when the watch strapped to 
the propellers of an outboard motor inside a water tank disappeared, perplexing the Timex 
pitchman, John Cameron Swayze. And fans of bloopers still recall a live spot for Westinghouse 
appliances in which a spokeswoman wrestled helplessly with an “easy open” refrigerator door. 
 
“At the end of the day, you take the risk,” said Patti Sircus Bender, director for brand 
advertising for Dockers in San Francisco, part of Levi Strauss & Company. Typically, live 
commercials are the result of collaborations between the writers of the network show and the 
agencies that work for the sponsor. For the live Dockers spot, in which Mr. Leno bantered with 
his announcer, John Melendez, the “Tonight” writers collaborated with two units of the 



Interpublic Group of Companies: Draft FCB, the creative agency, and Initiative, the media 
agency. 
 
“Sometimes, you’re at the liberty of the talent” delivering the live spot, said Kevin Collins, vice 
president and associate media director at Initiative in New York. 
 
“You give them a script, but they could also go off the script,” he added. “You have to be 
comfortable with that.” 
 
The live Dockers commercial “was definitely worth the extra effort” involved, said Mr. Collins, 
whose agency is also the media agency for Nikon on Mr. Kimmel’s show. His e-mail inbox “lit 
up” with congratulatory messages, he added, after the Dockers spot appeared. 
 
• 
 
Running a live commercial was also meant to draw attention to a Dockers contest developed 
by Draft FCB and Mixercast in San Mateo, Calif., which specializes in social media marketing. 
Computer users can go to nbc.com/dockers and use elements of the spot to create their own 
Dockers commercials. Plans call for the commercial that wins the contest to appear on 
“Tonight” on June 13. 
 
Another potential stumbling block for live commercials is the higher cost compared with filmed 
or taped spots. That is partly because of the additional work involved and partly because live 
spots often run a minute or two, rather than 15 or 30 seconds like their prefabricated 
counterparts. 
 
“You have to pay a little more and let go of the reins a little bit,” Mr. Provost of Quiznos said. 
“But I’m willing to do it.” 
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