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Chapter 11

The Nickelodeon Brand
Buying and Selling the Audience

Sarah Banet-Weiser

As is well-known in the media industry, five multimedia conglomerates—
Viacom, Disney, News Corporation, NBC Universal, and Time Warner—
exert unprecedented power in marketing messages and products to young
people, capitalizing on the lifestyle culture of “cool” and incorporating
what historically have been subversive and anti-establishment ideologies
as the very center of their marketing strategies. This marketing trend has
been a major impetus for the development of brand culture, where the
brand matters more than the product, and corporations sell an experience
or a lifestyle more than a thing. As cultural theorist Naomi Klein points
out, “What these companies produced primarily were not things, they
said, but images of their brands. Their real work lay not in manufactur-
ing, but in marketing.”1 The relationship between commercial culture and
youth has become one based on brand bonding, where differences be-
tween “authentic” youth experiences and the experiences sold to youth
through corporate branding are no longer (if they ever were) distinct. The
identity of the brand is maintained by personal narratives—lifestyle, iden-
tity, empowerment—more than by a more historical language of advertis-
ing, which relied heavily on a product’s efficiency in a competitive market.

In this essay, I will discuss the ways in which the children’s cable chan-
nel Nickelodeon developed its distinct brand identity as a consequence of
recent cultural and economic developments within the media landscape.
These developments include the emergence of the cable industry, the sub-
sequent development of niche networks, and the increasingly formidable
presence of the children’s market in the media economy. Within this con-
text, I examine the ways that contemporary strategies of branding work to
commodify an experience—not just a product—for audiences. For Nickel-
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odeon, which claims to “respect” kids by creating a network just for them,
this experience is about kids’ empowerment and a particular kind of citi-
zenship. Within the Nickelodeon context, though, empowerment is not a
discrete political function or privilege or action taken by the child, but
rather a product itself, a crucial element in the brand identity of the chan-
nel. The network addresses its child audience as empowered citizens who
are able to make decisions about politics, culture, and relevant social is-
sues by virtue of their membership in the brand community. Brand loy-
alty thus becomes much more than an inclination to buy a particular
product; it further involves a kind of cultural affiliation, where being a
“Nick kid” means experiencing a shared community and common values
about current youth culture. The specific development of the Nickelodeon
brand is thus an ambitious market strategy that appropriates political
(and personal) rhetoric about empowerment and agency as a way to pro-
mote the network. As the Nickelodeon employee handbook states, “Nick is
more than just another kids’ entertainment outlet; our big orange splot
[the network’s logo] stands for a set of ideas kids can understand and
trust.”2

The early loyalty of a child audience is important for television net-
works, where children are understood in marketing terms as a “Three-
in-One Market.” Representing potential buying power on three different
levels, they are a primary market for goods and services; they are an
“influence market,” directing parents’ spending toward their own wants
and needs; and they are a future market for all goods and services.3 The
construction of a “children’s market” has been met with hyperbolic and
inflated claims from industry executives about its lucrative potential—
claims that function to solidify the children’s market as a legitimate one to
be exploited. According to children’s marketing expert James McNeal, the
kids’ market has been growing at a rate of 10 to 20 percent a year since the
mid-1980s (a claim which is clearly exaggerated, but serves to emphasize
the increasing power of this market). Within this kind of economic and
cultural environment, where kids are thought to represent “more market
potential than any other demographic group,” competition for the atten-
tion and loyalty of children within media companies has become even
more intense.4

Combined with the continued reach of the cable industry into more
and more niche channels, including children’s channels, the brand iden-
tity of channels and specifically the marketing of brands as particular ex-
periences have achieved a new economic significance. Effective branding
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strategies that result in attracting both narrowly specific audiences and ad-
vertisers concerned with reaching those same specific audiences have be-
come the norm for transnational media conglomerates such as Viacom.5

Unlike some of the other brands discussed in this volume, such as Discov-
ery Channel and HBO, Nickelodeon is often touted as a particularly suc-
cessful brand for kids and has clearly provided an economic model (in
terms of both brand success and advertising revenue) in the media land-
scape for channels such as Cartoon Network and Fox Kids. In order for a
network’s brand campaign to make sense to a child audience, however, the
child needs to be cultivated as a consumer, and in the present media con-
text, as a cultural citizen—a member of the brand community—as well.

Children as Consumer Citizens

Consumer citizenship represents part of a larger dynamic of citizenship
that moves between agency and conformity in media culture. I contrast
consumer citizenship with a more traditional notion of citizenship, which
has historically been shaped by different understandings of rights and re-
sponsibilities of citizens and the roles and responsibilities of governments.
While consumer citizenship indicates a certain willingness to participate
in consumer culture through the purchase of goods as well as a more
general affirmation of consumption habits, it also points to something
broader, where the distinctions between cultural and social practice and
consumption are not so finely drawn. This ambiguity allows Nickelodeon
to claim, not disingenuously, to “empower” kids within the cultural con-
text of consumer citizenship. Empowerment, then, in the context of Nick-
elodeon designates the power that is attached to a particular consumer
demographic, such as the child or “tween” audience. However, empow-
erment means not only the power to make consumer choices. The brand-
ing strategies of Nickelodeon also frame the language of empowerment
and kids’ rebellion in a way so that the very successful channel ironically
adopts a kind of counter-hegemonic, “under-dog” identity. This identity is
then marketed to children as a means of empowerment, specifically in re-
lationship to adults.6

It is within this cultural economy that Nickelodeon imagines its audi-
ence as a group of active consumer-citizens. The fact that this imagined
audience is similar for both Nickelodeon and advertisers does not au-
tomatically mean that the network is merely giving lip-service to their
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claims that they are on the “kids’ side.” What it actually means, however, to
be on the “kids’ side,” and what the consequences are for the child audi-
ence when an empowered identity is marketed as a kind of product, needs
to be critically explored.

For Nickelodeon, the emphasis on generation (suggested by its being
on the “kids’ side”) is framed in terms of “respect,” wherein the network
positions itself as a rebellious entity that respects children and is capable
of liberating them from the stifling world of adults. But given the facts and
imperatives of marketing, this “respect” is already a kind of product for
Nickelodeon. Consequently, the network’s signature brand of “kids rule!”
is not only about recognizing that kids influence consumer habits and be-
haviors in the household; it also offers up the very notion of the empow-
ered, respected kid as a kind of product. The economic imperative and the
political message of the network thus  become indistinguishable through
the careful construction of the Nickelodeon brand as a discrete place,
where “Nick kids” are created and marketed by the network as empowered
citizens.

Community, Belonging, and the Brand: Nickelodeon’s Identity

Naomi Klein argues that branding has become the key symbolic frame of
reference for contemporary identity.7 Put simply, the advertising trend in
the 1990s was that the brand mattered more than the actual product. In-
dustry executive Donna Mitroff confirms this notion in regard to Nickelo-
deon, arguing that the network focuses less on individual shows and more
on the brand itself. She states:

What Nick did was so systematic about this whole branding thing that they

were doing, so the programming and the thing were all woven together. And

you didn’t just pick shows in isolation because someone liked them. It all

had to merge to create that concept which was Nickelodeon. And they spent

a lot of time with kids, trying to figure out what that would be. I mean,

that’s how the big orange blob came to be, the splat . . . That was all by

spending time not just with your branding people, but with kids.8

The corporate employee handbook, titled “How to Nickelodeon,” dis-
cusses the imperative for Nickelodeon employees to “find the kid” in
themselves in order to really fit in at the company. There is a clear mission
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statement and a “Bill of Rights” for kids displayed in the offices and within
the employee handbook.9 The brand loyalty of Nickelodeon is not simply
about the Nickelodeon products that are consumed by the public, but also
about what one former employee calls “the Nick way of life” or “the Nick
voice.”10 This notion, that Nickelodeon is a “way of life,” or has a distinct
voice, or can function as a kind of verb, for that matter, as something that
one does, or that one is, rather than as a product that one consumes or
uses, is part of a relatively new culture of branding. Watching Nickelodeon
programs thus becomes a cultural practice, akin to other citizenship prac-
tices, such as demonstrating national affiliation and loyalty.

In an article aptly titled “The Nickelodeon Experience,” the then-presi-
dent of the network, Geraldine Laybourne, details the way in which the
concept for the channel developed:

Nickelodeon decided to do what nobody else was doing—raise a banner for

kids and give them a place on television that they could call their own. In

doing this, we reevaluated everything from the program lineup to the logo.

We replaced Nick’s original inflexible silver ball logo with a bold, brash and

ever-changing orange loop that can take as many shapes as kids can imag-

ine. This became the symbol of Nickelodeon’s new identity and mission,

and in January 1985, we relaunched as a network dedicated to empowering

kids, a place where kids could take a break and get a break.11

Thus, from the time that Laybourne envisioned a new image for the net-
work that erased the trait of “green vegetable television” from the audi-
ence mind, the channel was conceived as a place, not a product, a set of
ideas, not as merchandise. Nickelodeon subsequently became many differ-
ent things to its audience. As Laybourne puts it, the channel is not simply
something a child turns on and off at whim; rather, it is a kind of “under-
standing friend” who “is always there, from breakfast to bedtime, everyday,
whenever kids want to watch. Nick is their home base, a place kids can
count on and trust.”12 But is this kind of media interaction a means to
empowerment? And what are the consequences of considering a televi-
sion channel one’s most trusted friend? The costs involved when children
adopt the Nickelodeon ideas that they are victims in an adult world and
can become empowered by watching a television station are, needless to
say, rarely examined by the network. The ubiquity of the channel (at least
for families who can afford cable), which is shown 24 hours a day, airing
programs that are either designed for children or, in the case of Nick at
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Nite, appropriate for children, means that the channel is always on—and
hence can position itself as something (or someone) that children can
trust, even more than their own parents.13

The Nickelodeon viewer is the savvy consumer—one who knows
brands, has strong name recognition, and can easily move between the tel-
evision set, the computer, and the mall. As children themselves become
more confident in their use of the media, the advertising and branding
campaigns that attempt to cultivate them as loyal customers also become
more sophisticated and hipper so that the distinctions between popular
culture and consumer culture are increasingly difficult to discern. Even
more significant, the cultural definition of what it means to be a savvy,
empowered kid is created by networks like Nickelodeon. Consequently, the
network’s claim to empower kids becomes a kind of self-fulfilling proph-
ecy: as Nickelodeon crafts the definition of a contemporary empowered
kid, what it means to be empowered comes to take the form of being a
“Nickelodeon kid.” In the following sections, I discuss two interrelated
themes that are crucial to Nickelodeon’s brand identity: the Us vs. Them
philosophy, wherein kids are “oppressed” in an adult world; and the Nick-
elodeon Nation, in which the network can be a “home” or neighborhood.

Us vs. Them: Kids Rule!

Nickelodeon has built its brand identity around a primary core idea: “Us
vs. Them.” This idea developed in part as a response to the cultural de-
bates over educational and entertainment programming for children that
were coming to a head in the mid-1980s. Advocates of educational pro-
gramming, such as educators, legislators, and media watchdog groups like
Action for Children’s Television (ACT), recognized the symbolic power of
television and saw the potential of television to be a kind of educator. Ob-
viously, Sesame Street and the Children’s Television Workshop capitalized
on this notion early on and enjoyed great success.14 From the mid-1980s,
Nickelodeon very purposefully constructed its brand identity in opposi-
tion to the educational potential of television.15 Specifically, for the net-
work, education equaled adults, and therefore educational television was
television that adults thought children would like. Framing this kind of
television as patronizing to kids, Nickelodeon shaped the network’s iden-
tity around the idea of Us vs. Them. As the employee handbook states
about the network’s identity: “It’s an adult world out there where kids get
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talked down to and everybody older has authority over them. For kids,
it’s ‘Us vs. Them’ in the grown-up world: you’re either for kids or against
them . . . we were on the kids’ side, and we wanted them to know it.”16 In a
context of media advocacy on behalf of children, Nickelodeon insisted
that children needed to be protected from precisely those who claimed to
want to protect them. Nickelodeon would not represent the authoritative
adult world, but would rather identify with kids and “empower” them.

For Nickelodeon, empowerment means, in part, a particular tone when
“speaking” to a child through the network—a tone that apparently refers
to a media-defined notion of respect. As former Nickelodeon employee
Linda Simensky comments about this rhetorical strategy:

I always thought it was interesting—and right on—that you could never

say something was “fun” or “cool.” You couldn’t tell kids that it was some-

thing—you just had to present it. And kids could decide if it was fun or

cool, but you just had to present it in a fun or cool way, then you didn’t have

to say it, you didn’t have to qualify it. I think that is really smart. You watch

other networks—you watch the Disney channel and they say “watch our

show—it’s cool, you’ll have fun!” That feels wrong to me.17

Simensky’s observations point to a tension between speaking for kids, or
on behalf of kids, and allowing kids to speak for themselves, or make an
independent judgment or decision about what they like and what they do
not like. While it is clear that Nickelodeon is speaking for kids—it is the
network, after all, that defines what empowerment means for its child au-
dience—it does so in a way that capitalizes on contemporary notions of
“cool”: cool means anti-establishment, alternative, the under-dog. Nickel-
odeon re-shapes these ideas within the brand context and positions itself
and its audience as victims in an on-going power struggle. Most signifi-
cantly, liberation from this kind of oppression comes not from traditional
political action, but rather from choosing the right television network.
This is one way in which Nickelodeon conflates a residual notion of polit-
ical citizenship with marketing.

Nickelodeon smoothly adopts political rhetoric in a way that indicates
that it is through watching television that children can become empow-
ered. What kids “need,” according to the network, is simply better TV. This
idea of “better TV” for kids was a crucial element of the re-launch of the
network in 1985, which involved the airing of a continuous set of pro-
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motional spots called “promise spots”—commercials that highlighted the
new claims and “promises” of the network to its child audience. Through
the kids-only rhetoric of the Nickelodeon promises, these promos seam-
lessly incorporated the Us vs. Them philosophy as part the network’s core
ideology, rather than as an efficient marketing tactic. In an apparently un-
selfconscious manner, these promises “define Nickelodeon and ensure that
everyone talks and thinks about Nick in the same way. They serve as tools
for thinking about the network and describing our differences from the
competition.”18 Above all else, the “promise spots” “turn Nickelodeon, the
TV network, into Nick—a place where kids know they can relax and be
themselves.” Some of these promises include: “Nickelodeon Is the Only
Network for You,” “Nick Is Kids,” and “Nickelodeon Is Every Day.”19 As
Simensky comments, “[These 30-second promos were] just drilled into
kids in those early years, these promises of what they were going to get. It
was just branding in every possible way—it was smart to do that because
kids would hear that and they would believe it . . . and it was true.”20 And
indeed, because each of the network’s promises had to do with Nickelo-
deon being the only network for kids, and because in this branding envi-
ronment it was necessary for Nickelodeon to actively define a contempo-
rary empowered media citizen, the promises were true. In other words,
Nickelodeon’s promise spots helped assure the network dominance in the
children’s television market by defining who and what the audience was in
an appropriated language of political empowerment.

A “promise spot” called “Nickelodeon Is the Only Network for You” as-
serts: “Nick talks directly to kids and appeals to their sense of humor. Nick
is the place where kids come to take a break and get a break. Nick empow-
ers kids by saying to them, ‘You’re important—important enough to have
a network of your own.’ ”21 In a commercial context of media visibility,
having a “network of your own” has an interesting twist on the meaning
that Virginia Woolf ’s “room of one’s own” had in the early twentieth cen-
tury: it inspires independence, freedom of thought, and ownership over
one’s body and thoughts, but in the specific milieu of a commercial media
network. This tactic is similar to the one used by Nickelodeon’s corporate
sibling, MTV, in its early slogan “I want my MTV”—a strategy that con-
structed the channel as both a space for the viewer and a link to ownership
or entitlement. In fact, in the Nickelodeon universe, the concepts of inde-
pendence, freedom of thought, and ownership over one’s body have mean-
ing only within the context of a commercial media environment—these
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definitions of identity and subjectivity are pre-packaged products that
the channel encourages its audience to buy. Consequently, empowerment
from having “a network of your own” has meaning only within the land-
scape of commercial television—outside of this environment, ownership
of a network, even if illusory, has no power and indeed no significant
meaning. Not only does this imply that “real” power is consumer power, it
also renders cultural realms outside the commercial media as invisible or
at the least unimportant for citizenship.

Nickelodeon taps into another aspect of consumer empowerment by
emphasizing the idea that, within the world of consumption, kids are op-
pressed by adults. The channel strategically uses the concept of oppression
as part of its self-identity; specifically, Nickelodeon claims to alleviate the
oppression kids apparently feel simply by living in today’s culture. Kids are
different from adults, Nickelodeon insists; they have different needs, dif-
ferent desires, and require different kinds of entertainment. This binary
opposition between adults and children, like many other binary relation-
ships that Nickelodeon exploits as part of its brand identity, is difficult
to maintain. Nickelodeon’s strategy in this regard was to find an effec-
tive logo and mascot.22 When Nickelodeon was re-launched in the mid-
1980s, the channel wanted to symbolize its new irreverent, playful attitude
through its constantly-changing, flexible orange logo. Ironically, in order
to achieve the apparent flexibility of the “orange splat,” Nickelodeon de-
signers must follow explicit, precise rules and regulations concerning its
design and display. The color must never vary (so much for the “irrever-
ence” of the color orange), and the word “Nickelodeon” must always be
easily decipherable. The shape itself changes depending on the context, so
that form follows function: a turkey shape for a Thanksgiving promo, a
flag shape for a Fourth of July promo, and so on.

The paradox between the network’s claim of flexibility in its ideas and
its insistence on conformity is evident, as Simensky comments, in the way
that Nickelodeon employees were talked about in the industry as

bleeding orange . . . People joke now that it was a cult . . . you know, do you

drink the Kool-Aid. You believe Nickelodeon’s the only way to be but there

was just something about it that was right and part of it was that there was

never any sense of exploiting kids—that was never part of it. If anything,

there was this sort of idealizing kids—it was about respecting them, almost

“over-respecting” them—people really felt like they were working in service

to kids.23
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The idea of “over-respecting” kids in such a commercial environment is
ironic—if the network was indeed created to serve children, then doing
that would hardly constitute “over-respecting” them. More to the point,
what does it mean, in this context, to be “working in service to kids”? This
is not to say that Simensky’s claim that there was “never any sense of ex-
ploiting kids” is insincere, but the idea of creating a commercial network
that is intended to serve kids begs the question of how they are being
served. In other words, the logo, like the network itself, capitalizes on the
political valence of irreverence and flexibility, and transforms the logic of
these concepts to better fit the commercial environment.

Alongside the logo, Nickelodeon also used a material artifact to repre-
sent itself: green slime. Green slime is part of Nickelodeon promos, pro-
gramming, and magazine articles, as well as a product in and of itself.
The presence of slime (or “gak” which is a similarly gooey, messy sub-
stance) on Nickelodeon translates as a symbol of kids’ oppression—it is
anti-adult, anti-authority, and kid-centered. As the corporate handbook
puts it: “Mess, slime and gak are more than a gag or theme, they are Nick-
elodeon’s mascots. Pretty much by accident, on shows like You Can’t Do
That on Television and Double Dare, we discovered that green slime and
mess excite kids emotionally, symbolize their rebellion and totally gross
out adults.”24 Slime is clearly much more than simply a licensed product
for the network (although not insignificantly, Green Slime Shampoo was
the first licensed product to emerge from Nickelodeon). It is an important
symbolic object that, in its messiness, its refusal to stay within conven-
tional spatial borders, its sheer disgustingness and audacity, characterizes
not only the mission of the network, but also the personal identities of its
audience.

Slime was first used on You Can’t Do That on Television, in which every
time an adult or a child on the show used the words “I don’t know” he or
she was “slimed”—a huge amount of green slime was poured on his or
her head. Slime, because it is understood to be fundamentally anti-adult,
is construed by the network as a part of its commitment to respect chil-
dren rather than condescend to them. The copyright-protected toy prod-
uct, for the Nickelodeon universe, becomes a particular kind of unifying
symbol, one which signifies a specific meaning that makes sense in a con-
temporary context where market forces and cultural politics have encour-
aged a generational divide. Slime is precisely what “adults don’t get” on
Nickelodeon—and the network works to keep it that way. As the hand-
book states:
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Kids watching at home identify with the poor kids on TV who gets slimed.

They say to themselves: “He’s like me, he’s just trying to get through his

show and he’s getting dumped on. I’m just trying to do my best to get

through life and I get dumped on.” Green slime becomes a symbol for kid

oppression and solidarity. It’s like a great common denominator. A slimed

kid says to all kids: “You’re not stupid and you’re not alone! We all get

dumped on!”25

To be “dumped on” obviously has at least two meanings in this context:
the literal dumping of slime on the child in the game show, as well as the
metaphorical meaning of being “dumped on”—kids are victims here, op-
pressed by adults, by network television fare, by life in general.

Indeed, in this context, childhood itself is a state of victimization and
can be thus considered part of a contemporary construct of liberalism,
wherein liberalism (and by extension, citizenship) is now understood pri-
marily in terms of identity positions or identity politics. Within this con-
text of liberal citizenship, Nickelodeon provides a refuge, by not only cre-
ating a material artifact that is a symbol “for kid oppression and solidar-
ity” but also “standing up” for kids in this kind of oppressive environment.
This, of course, has been an effective strategy within liberal politics: create
the problem, thus creating an opportunity to resolve it. Nickelodeon gen-
erates an imagined space of oppression through its relentless focus on the
cultural divides between adults and children. Because the channel is dedi-
cated to “kids only,” it—rather than parents—can then liberate the child
through the use of an anti-adult artifact. This “liberation” is contained and
commodified, encouraging the members of the audience to feel solidarity
with each other. Consumer citizenship is built around this kind of identi-
fication, where shared consumption of products provides for a kind of
safe liberal practice. The representation of oppression symbolized by con-
sumer artifacts such as slime thus suggests an underlying dynamic: libera-
tion is also gained by consumption. Consumption as a kind of liberation
shapes the Nickelodeon brand identity, and the question of whom or what
one is liberated from is answered by the constant presence of the Us vs.
Them philosophy. In this sense, Nickelodeon’s branding establishes a par-
ticular kind of social identity, where loyalty to the channel offers a kind of
temporary or provisional liberation from adults. The network then can
claim to be for “kids’ rights” that are constituted in opposition to those of
adults, or to the way in which adults treat them.

Slime and mess on Nickelodeon represent a new order for children, one
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in keeping with the overt philosophy of the network. It is not so much—
or even especially—that children understand the significance of slime in
Nickelodeon programming, but that adults don’t—that is the crucial im-
portance of the symbol. Because of the extreme difference in how adults
and children define slime, slime becomes the symbol for Us vs. Them—
it embodies the playful, flexible logo of Nickelodeon itself. And impor-
tantly, slime is not just an anti-adult statement, but it is also an affirma-
tion of kid-hood. Thus, slime is not about humiliating the kid, but rather
is framed as a “triumphant event” that symbolizes kids’ rebellion. Con-
structed specifically to alienate adults, slime is a symbol of not only the
cultural definition of “play” that Nickelodeon maintains, but is also sym-
bolic of a kind of liberation. Nickelodeon is set up as a “place” where kids
can confront other parts of their lives and identities: rules, adult authority,
schoolwork. Nickelodeon is the neighborhood for hanging out, the cool
place to be.

Citizens of the Nickelodeon Nation

Establishing the network’s brand identity as specific place—the transfor-
mation of Nickelodeon, the network, into “Nick,” the space—was a crucial
precedent for the network’s 1999–2000 brand campaign, “Nickelodeon
Nation.” This campaign follows an even more contemporary brand design
than the “promise spots,” although the “Nickelodeon Nation” campaign
also followed the mission of Nickelodeon carefully. The appropriation of
nationalist rhetoric by a children’s cable channel seemed seamless at that
historical moment. The design of the network’s brand identity as a “na-
tion” was multi-dimensional and tapped into several different cultural
conversations circulating at the time—consumer patriotism, branding
loyalty, the transformation of products into generalized brand ideas, such
as nationalism—all the while maintaining the Us vs. Them ideology.26 As
one reporter described the campaign: “Nickelodeon wants world domina-
tion. Or at the very least, its own nation.”27 The network launched the
Nickelodeon Nation campaign in October 1999, on network television,
during what is widely considered a favorite American national event, the
World Series. Veering from its “kids only” rhetoric at least for this cam-
paign, the network courted a more transgenerational audience with Nick-
elodeon Nation: the campaign was aired in primetime and late-night pro-
gramming, and during the early morning news shows Today and Good
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Morning America. Print ads to advertisers were run in trade magazines
such as Advertising Age and Adweek and ads aimed at gaining (and keep-
ing) subscribers were directed to audience members in magazines such as
TV Guide. In effect, the campaign for the “Nickelodeon Nation” amounted
to a campaign for a network for the “nation.”

This theme was particularly effective in the context of intense competi-
tion for brand recognition within the television landscape. Nickelodeon
Nation, like other successful brands, has become synonymous with the
name of the company, but more than that, the hyperbolic claims of the
campaign—the network as nation—captures both the way in which Nick-
elodeon dominates the children’s television landscape and the rhetorical
insistence that the network is more than just TV—it is a place, a nation, a
feeling of belonging, a stand-in for parental authority.

The ads that formed the heart of the Nickelodeon Nation campaign
always featured several children, both boys and girls, of a variety of eth-
nic and racial backgrounds, dancing in the street, in playgrounds, and in
neighborhoods. These ads became immediately recognizable because of
their snappy do-wop sound: a medley of hip-hop and nostalgic pop mu-
sic. The “Nickelodeon Anthem” was a revision of the Dixie Cups’ 1965 hit
tune “Iko Iko”:28

2, 4, 6, 8—SPLAT!!

Me and my generation

Don’t you like kids who look like that

Nickelodeon Nation

Talk about Hey now (hey now), Hey now (hey now)

Going to Celebration

I believe in Nick ’cause Nick believes in me

Nickelodeon Nation!

The color print ads usually featured only one child, caught in a candid
moment of laughing or playing, and included large orange print that said
“Nickelodeon Nation” or “We Pledge Allegiance to Kids.”

The versions of the Nickelodeon Nation campaign directed at advertis-
ers stressed the importance of kids as consumers, as Cindy White and Eliz-
abeth Preston point out, labeling kids as “amazingly powerful consum-
ers” and promoting the idea that “They may be small. But if you’re a mar-
keter, kids can be positively superheroic.”29 As White and Preston argue,
with these kinds of ads, “Nickelodeon tries to capitalize on its undisputed
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brand identification as a service singularly devoted to attracting child con-
sumers and uniting them with appropriate advertisers.”30 More than sim-
ply attracting the child consumer, however, the use of national rhetoric in
these appeals allows the network to create its audience as particular kind
of consumer-citizens. White and Preston point out that “The young in-
habitants of this community, this nation—Nick-branded kids—are not
simply citizens: they are powerful consumers of the products that litter
its landscape.”31 In fact, these “Nick-branded kids” are citizens in this con-
text precisely because they are powerful consumers—it is their consumer
behavior that authorizes them as citizens of the Nickelodeon Nation.
The Nickelodeon Nation promotional strategies signal the various ways in
which Nickelodeon understands both itself and its audience as an empow-
ered force in the consumer market. This kind of empowerment, created by
Nickelodeon as a particular kind of product, is not one to dismiss lightly.
It is the central feature of the present-day child consumer-citizen.

It is not simply a hyperbolic assumption that Nickelodeon forms a na-
tion. The children’s market that Nickelodeon has both created and cap-
tured does form the network’s national borders, with the other “states” be-
ing other channels and other market shares. The consequences of framing
a television station as a nation are important: this construction is more
than simply a fan relationship, but indeed encourages children to identify
with and personally invest in Nickelodeon as citizens of a nation. Created
by the appeal of consumer participation and commercial belonging, this
kind of child citizen is encouraged to actively participate in Nickelodeon’s
definition of political action: “voting” on the Kids’ Choice Awards, where
kids determine favorite pop stars, music, actors, and so forth, or choosing
a candidate on Kids Pick the President, where during an election year chil-
dren “vote” for president. This kind of consumer-driven political action,
where election coverage is used as a kind of interstitial between program-
ming, in short sound bites for easy understanding, helps the notion of me-
dia nationhood have resonance with audiences. In this scenario, divisions
between a kind of “real” national identity (ostensibly built upon political
action and civic agency) and a consumer national identity, one that con-
nects empowerment with the purchase of products, are illusory at best.32

In particular, the collapse of the network with nation establishes Nickelo-
deon’s superiority in the landscape of children’s television, confirming the
network as the key competitor in terms of programming content, style,
and promotional campaigns.

This strategy is evident in the history of Nickelodeon in relation to that
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of other cable networks. While initially Nickelodeon enjoyed success in
part because it had no other competitors, by 1999, there were four full-
time children’s cable networks: Nickelodeon, Disney, the Cartoon Net-
work, and Fox Family Channel. The Nickelodeon Nation campaign needs
to be interpreted within this context: the campaign can be read as a fa-
miliar, continuous reminder that Nickelodeon was (and is) the standard
against which these other channels could be measured. Given the intensely
competitive commercial environment of cable television, all niche net-
works attempt to define themselves as being different from—and superior
to—their competition, and Nickelodeon was certainly no exception. The
competition between Nickelodeon and other children’s networks is often
noted in the media, in part because Nickelodeon had so thoroughly cap-
tured the market. Thus, when Disney entered into the fray, the struggle for
territory itself became a media event. As reporter Josh Young describes the
competition between the networks, it was “the battle of enchantment ver-
sus empowerment: . . . in this schoolyard showdown, the Big Orange Bully
(the industry nickname for Nick’s citrus-colored logo) has already thrown
the first punch.”33 In its branding strategy and self-definition, Nickelodeon
implicitly mocked Disney as the goody-two-shoes of children’s television,
again capitalizing on the commercial potential of being the cool channel.
Construing Disney as the patronizing (and infantilizing) parent, Nickelo-
deon presented itself as the hip best friend and thereby enhanced its brand
tactic of having a renegade, and indeed counter-hegemonic, identity. In
the battle between enchantment and empowerment, Nickelodeon’s tactics
clearly worked in its favor. Even Cartoon Network, which has a more ir-
reverent style than the Disney Channel, often seems to be no more than a
thinner imitation of Nickelodeon. As Simensky commented about the
competition between Nickelodeon and Cartoon, “If you look at [Car-
toon’s] Friday night packaging, they might as well run a line that says ‘we’d
like to be Nick—how can we do it? Email your suggestions to us.’ Because
they are trying but they’re not pulling it off. They have a bad case of Nick
envy. Disney also has Nick envy.”34 Nickelodeon’s dominance in the kids’
television market has allowed the channel to take the moral high ground;
as Cyma Zarghami, then Senior Vice President of Programming, com-
mented when asked about Nickelodeon’s competition, “There’s the Super-
man quote that with great success comes a great responsibility. We will re-
main responsible, but there’s a lot of irresponsible ways that will be used
to get ratings. That’s what alerted the government to begin with. Kids’ pro-
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gramming is like food. If you give them candy, they’ll eat it. We try to
make our programs more nourishing. We won’t do anything gratuitously
in a show.”35

Yet, despite Nickelodeon’s self-conscious claim to be the “alternative”
choice in the television landscape, by the mid-1990s, the rhetoric of the
network had even less of the feel of an upstart and more of that of a major
global corporate player. In fact, the current president of Nickelodeon,
Herb Scannell, used marketing rhetoric when speaking about Nickelo-
deon’s attempts at capturing new audiences with different media venues:
“The battleground for tomorrow is not just for share of TV audience, but
for share of mind . . . With Nickelodeon now in magazines, online and in
movies, we have three more opportunities to reinforce the Nickelodeon
brand.”36 And the multimedia reach of Nickelodeon is indeed enormous
in scope. In addition to Nickelodeon magazine, the channel is a corporate
sibling of Paramount Pictures, which released The RugRats Movie in 1999,
the first non-Disney animated film to gross more than $100 million. Para-
mount is an important part of Viacom’s empire-building, as well as an
effective way to edge out competition such as Disney or The Cartoon Net-
work. Reporter Marc Gunther claims, “The game they’re playing at Nickel-
odeon these days isn’t Guts or Double Dare. It’s Extend That Brand. Name
a category that touches kids, from toys to macaroni and cheese, and there’s
a product out there with Nick’s name on it. The cute little children’s chan-
nel that once ran no ads at all now looms over the kids’ market for just
about anything.”37

The Nickelodeon Nation campaign helped confirm the network’s
standing as a dominating force not only in the area of television program-
ming, but in all areas of children’s consumer culture, from film to toys and
games, to basic merchandise. Because the network owns so much of the
commercial media that are directed at children, and because commercial
media are an important element in the cultural definitions of both child-
hood and consumer citizenship, Nickelodeon contributes significantly to
these definitions. At the same time, the network’s identity remains that of
a rebel. This dynamic reflects the contemporary pose of branding, where
the enormously successful Nickelodeon can ironically continue to claim
an alternative subjectivity. The network as “alternative” is precisely its
most effective branding strategy—it is by virtue of Nickelodeon’s claim
about victimization, where kids are oppressed and Nickelodeon is the sav-
ior, that the network enjoys its commercial success.
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The rhetoric that structures the branding strategies of Nickelodeon
refers to a politics that is fundamentally about empowerment: rights, re-
spect, security, and liberty. Through this kind of brand development,
Nickelodeons presents to its audience a network—and an identity—that
seems non-commercial. Cultural anxieties about advertising to children
and training them to be “little consumers” were, and continue to be, based
on an exploding kids market, more and more segmented, age-specific ca-
ble programming and advertising, and the increasing purchasing power of
children, especially tweens. Nickelodeon responded to these anxieties in
a way commensurate with the contemporary branding environment: by
positioning itself as the renegade, the cool network, the outsider. The “re-
spect” Nickelodeon has for its child audience is not necessarily insincere,
but it is based on commodifying and packaging trends and values impor-
tant to particular age groups—and the network certainly profits from the
revenue. Importantly, this construction of empowerment becomes empow-
erment for a child media audience—empowerment exists for this genera-
tion within the bounds of consumer culture. This is not to assume a dis-
tinct opposition between “real” culture and marketing culture, but it is to
argue that Nickelodeon’s claim that the network empowers kids makes
sense only within the culture of the market.
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