
1. Introduction

This study intertwines with parallel research (Maglie 2015a) investigating three 
sets of Patient Information Leaflets (PILs) for three different drug categories (i.e. over-
the-counter [OTC] drugs, OTC drugs with medical supervision, and drugs with medical 
prescription) in English and in Italian, where the Italian drugs are the direct counter-
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parts of the British drugs insofar as they share the same active ingredients, the same 
name and/or they are produced by the same drug companies. In particular, the research 
investigated two PILs of OTC drugs (Vicks Sinex Soother and its Italian counterpart, 
Sinex Aloe), two PILs of OTC drugs which may require the direct supervision of a physi-
cian (Calpol and Tachipirina), and four PILs of medicines available only with a doctor’s 
prescription (Spiriva and Spiriva Respimat), with a special focus on those language fea-
tures particularly designed to enhance user-friendliness. The popularizing strategies 
found in the English texts to facilitate text readability for the consumer were compared 
with those found in the Italian counterparts, highlighting both similarities and idiosyn-
crasies. The concluding remarks suggest that the Italian PILs investigated (except for 
Spiriva and Spiriva Respimat) need to make further progress in terms of information 
design, terminological simplification and interaction with the consumer, taking their 
British counterparts as a model for user-friendliness and readability.

Using new materials relating to the drugs addressed in the above-mentioned re-
search, the present study further investigates product promotion in the pharmaceuti-
cal industry, mainly through advertising campaigns (i.e. TV commercials) for all three 
drug categories, but also through narratives viewable on the Internet (i.e. patient-vol-
unteered and/or institutional information on how to take the medicine) for the set of 
drugs available only with a doctor’s prescription. The Internet abounds with videos 
explaining how to take Spiriva and Spiriva Respimat, as this drug needs to be taken 
using particular devices which patients should learn to use properly in order to solve 
their severe respiratory problems. 

The dissemination of information – given the shift from PILs (Maglie 2015a) to the 
screen – is investigated in terms of the distribution of messages and meanings across 
languages and cultures (English and Italian) and media (videos on YouTube). This 
change from the page to the image has some inevitable consequences. Firstly, the read-
ing of a PIL comes after the consumer’s purchase of a certain drug, whereas watching 
a TV commercial may come before the consumer’s choice of that drug. The former text 
has an informative aim, while the latter, the multimodal text, has a more persuasive 
objective. Thus, even though the drug does not change, the information about it changes 
according to the medium used. Secondly, the PIL is a legal requirement and contains 
information in accordance with “several legal regulations and standards, produced by 
the pharmaceutical company” (ibid.: 159): even drug advertising must comply to the 
World Health Organization (WHO) (2007) regulations. However, the proliferation of 
new genres, forms and sites of dissemination, such as YouTube, in conjunction with 
an increase in online users searching for health information, advice and counsel (Mag-
lie 2015b: 47), crosses the borders set by the WHO. For instance, direct-to-consumer 
advertising (DTCA) for prescription drugs is prohibited in Italy (WHO 2007), but an 
Italian online user can easily watch it on YouTube. Thus, even if a specialized interna-
tional agency tries to regulate drug information to patients, its effort is nullified by the 
free flow of information offered by social media, such as YouTube, where everyone can 
access information on a drug which could dramatically change his/her state of health.

YouTube as a new form of viewing, messaging and knowledge production has be-
come an integral part of the new media landscape, and theories of communication “have 
to describe this world and attempt to articulate and theorize its practices both in terms 
of continuities and changes” (Kress 2010: 27). The present study responds to Kress’s 
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request, since it investigates the promotion of drugs from the text to the site in order to 
monitor how pharmaceutical companies make and disseminate messages and meanings 
around their products. To achieve such an aim, the promotion of drugs is investigated 
firstly by drawing on the results of the analysis on PILs (Maglie 2015a) and secondly 
by collecting a corpus of 36 multimodal texts, i.e. YouTube videos. In particular, twelve 
videos for each drug category were chosen for analysis to guarantee both a balanced 
qualitative analysis and, due to their complexity, a deeper analysis of the various semi-
otic devices used to communicate meaning (Plastina 2015: 196). 

In order to evaluate as far as possible what is gained and what is lost from the shift 
between the text and the video in terms of messages and meanings, the research aims 
to answer the following questions:
1. How do videos maintain/break continuity with the PILs? 
2. How are messages/meanings distributed in multimodal texts across languages and 
cultures?

2. Methodological framework and procedure

In agreement with the invitation to bring together all means of making meaning 
under the same theoretical roof (Kress 2010), this quantitative and qualitative corpus 
study converges various analytical approaches onto Multimodal Discourse Analysis 
(MDA), as proposed in Kress and van Leeuwen (1996, 2001), O’Halloran (2004) and 
Kress (2010), to investigate both the linguistic and visual aspects of communication. 
Specifically, MDA was used to investigate the semiotic features of product-specific vid-
eos so that “the analysis and interpretation of language use is contextualized in con-
junction with other semiotic resources which are simultaneously used for the construc-
tion of meaning” (O’Halloran 2004: 1). Writing, and in this work also speaking, imagery 
and colour were investigated as “each has its distinct potentials for meaning” (Kress 
2010: 1). 

Image shows what takes too long to read, and writing names what would be difficult to 
show. Colour is used to highlight specific aspects of the overall message (ibid.: 1).

Inspired by Quillard’s (2010) study, which was built on a solely verbal-based ap-
proach, the study presented here also takes into consideration the multimodal cor-
pus of TV drug commercials screened in Anglophone countries in order to answer the 
above-mentioned questions which examined multimodal communication in mixed-cul-
ture interactions, thus showing the importance of localization of cultural values across 
communities that share the same language but not the same geographical and cultural 
space. In particular, the first set of data related to OTC drugs contains six examples of 
South African advertisements, which are compared/contrasted with six other adverts 
from Italy, the UK, the US and other Anglophone countries (see Appendix - Table 1). 
The same occurs for the second set of data including OTC drugs with medical supervi-
sion, but the country of reference changes. In the second case, the focus is on six exam-
ples of Filipino advertising, which are compared/contrasted with six commercials from 
the US, the UK and Ireland. Where possible, because only some drug categories can be 
advertised in accordance with current Italian advertising regulations, the commercials 
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are compared to their Italian counterparts (i.e. only for the first set of data) (see Ap-
pendix - Table 2) and the study broadens to investigate aspects of consumer-oriented 
translation (e.g. overt/covert translation (House 1977/1981), not only from the source 
language (SL) to the target language (TL), but also from source image (SI) to target 
image (TT). Moreover, only for the third set of data made up of drugs with medical pre-
scriptions is the audiovisual corpus of six TV drug commercials further enriched with 
six other multimodal texts different from TV commercials, yet still related to the drugs 
investigated (see Appendix, Table 3), to analyse – drawing on Conversation Analysis 
(CA; Bowles and Seedhouse 2007) – how laypeople play an active role in the health 
communication delivered online. 

The argument which I put forward in justification for the choice both of different 
countries for the first and second set of data and of another type of videos for the third 
set of data relies on the diversified presence of multimodal pharmaceutical texts on 
YouTube in terms of number and time (date/year) of broadcasting: in the first and sec-
ond case, a huge number of contemporary South African and Filipino TV ads, respec-
tively, and in the third case no examples of adaptation/localization for Spiriva/Spiriva 
Respimat advertising. The central focus on multimodal product promotion of three drug 
categories in different Anglophone countries and – when possible – in Italy, in terms 
of linguistic (spoken, written and type of language: local/official, informal/formal, emo-
tive/non-emotive, technical/popularized) and visual (image, setting, product presence 
and positioning) features, brings to the fore multifaceted intercultural issues compared/
contrasted across the three sets of data in terms of globalization/localization, gender 
representation and role. Moreover, the special focus on multimodal text-types other 
than adverts in the third set of data broadens and enriches the scope of the research of 
further important examples that merit further in-depth analyses in the future. 

Audio messages and on-screen text in the three sets of data were first transcribed 
and then connected with images to focus exclusively on a central issue: how the flux of 
information on the drug (i.e. what x is and what it is used for, how to take x, side-effects 
etc.) departs from the PILs to arrive at product-specific commercials. In so doing, traces 
of continuity and change between the two modes of communication were detected, while 
elements of language and culture difference were registered in order to identify the 
desired message and intentional meaning pharmaceutical companies want to promote 
about their products and about themselves to their potential customers (readers and/
or viewers). All this analysis is framed within “‘free-for-all’ web […] resources” (Tessuto 
2015: 213), in this case YouTube, which uses “a ‘democratizing’ style of discourse” (ibid.: 
233) that goes beyond all differences in language and culture to create a universal ‘com-
munity of interest’ (Sarangi 2015: 29), which can make more informed decisions about 
their own health. 

3. Findings and discussion

3.1. Promotion of OTC drugs: from PILs to YouTube
The analysis of the first couple of PILs, Vicks Sinex Soother and its Italian coun-

terpart Sinex Aloe, reported in Maglie (2015a: 168-172), shows that the texts differ 
in terms of the information provided, the level of readability and in the readers’ in-
volvement. The British PIL is without doubt more user-friendly (e.g. use of personal 
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pronoun ‘you’ and of the possessive adjective ‘your’) and visually engaging, whereas the 
Italian PIL is more medicine-oriented (e.g. the subject of headings is usually Sinex Aloe 
and there are few occurrences of the second person pronoun) and the visual appeal is 
entirely absent 1. When investigating how a leaflet undergoes an inter-semiotic trans-
lation, replacing its verbal message with a TV commercial, the Vicks product analysed 
was changed in favour of Vicks Vaporub (see Table 1) due to a scarcity of advertising 
samples for Vicks Sinex Soother and its Italian counterpart Sinex Aloe to be found on 
YouTube. 

Findings show that free-for-all communication across boundaries provided by You-
Tube demarcates ‘cultural groups’ who “have their specific and distinct semiotic re-
sources, differently arranged and valued” (Kress 2010: 73). All Vicks Vaporub videos 
coincide, as they show various families struggling mainly with their son/daughter and 
sometimes with the dad with a blocked nose, cough and congestion, given that the drug 
was developed primarily for young users (see Table 1). Even though the narrative situ-
ation may be different, e.g. the night before a school play (South African Vicks Vaporub 
2007), a sports competition (South African Vicks Vaporub 2010), or the daughter’s 
birthday (British Vicks Vaporub 2009), commercials show families sharing the same 
‘lifeworld’ (Schütz and Luckmann 1973) behaviour when they look after their sick child: 
Vicks Vaporub gently rubbed on the chest of the son/daughter by a smiling mother. In 
all videos, after the mother rubs the product, the immediate result is perceived through 
a powerful image and sound salience: the child breathes easily and strongly while the 
breathing sound is fully perceived. 

On the one hand, the images are identical for Vicks Vaporub released in 2015 for 
Italy and Great Britain, and in 2017 in the US: at night, everybody is asleep in their 
bedrooms, but the child starts coughing and lights come on. It would be a sleepless 
night if it were not for Vicks Vaporub. Lights can be turned off and everybody sleeps 
peacefully in the double bed. On the other hand, in South Africa an initially local cul-
ture-specific campaign has been globalized since 2016. The South-African commercial 
is glocalized (Adab 2000: 224), as it shows a black family with a son with a bad cold, 
but the story largely unfolds in the kitchen or in the sitting room (Vicks Vaporubs 2007, 
2008, 2010). The son’s bedroom appears in all commercials from 2007 to 2011; the par-
ents’ bedroom is seldom shown, and parents are rarely seen wearing pyjamas. In South 
Africa, bedroom scenes may be perceived as something too private to be openly shown 
on TV. However, the contents of the Vicks Vaporub 2016 and 2017 adverts become total-
ly globalized except for the darker skin colour of the members of the family: the advert 
worldwide is set exclusively in the parents’ bedroom at night. Thus, the Vicks Vaporub 
TV ads broadcast in India and Arabia during the same year (2015) tell the same do-
mestic story as the Vicks Vaporub adverts shown in 2016 and 2017 in South Africa: the 
former Indian ad is identical to the South African counterpart except for the actors, but 
the latter is different not only because of the actors but also because of those who are 
shown wearing pyjamas (only father and son). The mother is wearing traditional dress 
and is not portrayed sleeping with her husband and son. 

If we continue to compare Anglophone countries (in particular, the US, the UK and 
South Africa) in the period from 2000 to 2013, although the commercial shows different 

1  Such a lack of interaction typifies the textual tone of PILs in Italian (Cacchiani 2006).
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globalized and/or glocalized families, borders become blurred when gender issues are 
dealt with. Six freeze-frames from the US, the UK and South Africa are reported above. 
The first set shows the British Vicks Vaporub advert (2009, Figures 1-2); the second 
shows the corresponding American advert (2011, Figures 3-4), and the third the corre-
sponding South African ad (2008, Figures 5-6). In the first two sets, we may note the dif-
ferent gender of the parent and the way the girl and the boy are portrayed, which reflect 
feminine and masculine stereotypes. Girls are princesses and boys are football players. 
In the South African commercial, gender stereotypes are reiterated as the daughter 
pretends to be a nurse while the son pretends to be a doctor. Such a narrow view on gen-
der representation is no longer detected in the Vicks Vaporub advertising broadcasted 
later in the same countries (Figures 1-6).

The findings on dialogue and on-screen text show that plain language is used across 
languages and cultures, but in the South African ad (except for the 2017 ad) the emo-
tional touch is inserted to convey the message of parental goodness: the off-screen voice 
saying “we make a mother’s touch more soothing”, and the mum saying: “It broke my 
heart to see my baby sick […] but I know Vicks Vaporub’s warmth and the mother’s 
touch work through the night to relieve cold and congestion.” The information conveyed 
by the exclusive pronoun ‘we’ (the pharmaceutical industry and the product), the ref-
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erence to Vicks Vaporub balsam giving off warmth which relieves cold and congestion, 
the gentle persuasion of a mother who – knowing the efficacy of the product – uses the 
words of ‘love and care’, such as ‘touch’, ‘heart’ and the emotional meanings of ‘sooth-
ing’, ‘warmth’ and ‘relieve’ work according to a balanced information-to-persuasion ra-
tio (Torresi 2010).

Relying on screen-text, the South African, Italian and US commercials respectively 
show three different final images. The first dwells upon the action of the product, which 
is reiterated by the balsamic fumes making the shape of an eight (i.e. eight hours: 
Figure 7); the second focuses on its triple effect on cold symptoms (i.e. blocked nose, 
cough, and sore throat: Figure 8), and the message is reinforced showing a numbered 
one-to-three list; the fumes this time make the shape of a three which stands for the 
three symptoms, and of one which stands for one product. This image also offers anoth-
er interpretational key: the boost (Torresi 2010) to the outstanding quality of one single 
drug that can address three different symptoms. The third and last image highlights 
the immediacy of the effect of the product (Figure 9). As for the informative power of 
these three images, the Italian image is the most exhaustive as it lists all three symp-
toms the drug relieves. On the contrary, the first partially zooms in on its positive 
effects on breathing and the third exclusively on the cough. 

The position of the product is also worth analysing. The South African advert places 
the product on the right, whereas in the US/UK and the Italian ads it is on the left. 
Applying Kress and van Leeuwen’s (1996: 193-194) grammar of visual design, when a 
product is positioned on the left (given information), it suggests that its image is less 
salient than the information put on the right in the overall composition plan. Converse-
ly, the product placed on the right (new information) centralizes all the salience in the 
image shown (Figures 7-9).  
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3.2. Promotion of OTC drugs taken according to the advice of a doctor or pharmacist: 
from PILs to YouTube
This second subsection briefly describes the analysis on PILs of two drugs exclusive-

ly administered to children, British Calpol and the Italian Tachipirina, carried out in 
Maglie (2015a: 172-176). Then it goes on to analyse exclusively Calpol ads in Anglo-
phone countries (the UK, the US, Ireland and the Philippines), as Tachipirina ads on 
YouTube do not advertise products that can be administered to children but only over-
the-counter products manufactured by the same pharmaceutical industry that can be 
taken only by adults.

The investigation of the British Calpol and the Italian Tachipirina PILs presents 
greater language and layout differences with respect to the first group of PILs analysed 
in the previous section. The Italian PIL is not at all patient-centred, as it contains 
“medical terminology, nominalized, objective and a passive style with empty verbs” 
(Maglie 2015a: 176). Moreover, it presents the information – always in a black, bold font 
– in topic-giving and thematizing headings. On the other hand, the English PIL uses 
a coloured layout with headings and subheadings written in different colours and font 
types, exclamation marks and other informative icons to catch the reader’s attention, 
and helps him/her read and understand the information, as s/he is always addressed 
using a personal and direct tone.

The user-friendliness of the English PIL is surpassed by the immediacy of the Cal-
pol advertisement broadcasted in the Philippines (2009) which, in just a few seconds, 
shows parents the best practice to follow: when the child has a temperature (Figure 
10), they go to the chemist’s and buy Calpol (Figure 11); the child takes it (Figure 12) 
and after 15 minutes (Figure 13) mother and child can start to play and smile again 
(Figure 14).

In terms of their communicative functions and according to Montalt and González 
Davies (2007: 31), drug advertisements belong to commercial genres used to buy and 
sell products (persuasive function), whereas PILs belong to educational genres as they 
are used to teach and learn in a wide range of contexts, from university courses to do-
mestic life (informative function). My claim – as the commercial shows (Figures 10-14) 
– is that the borders between these two categories are blurred since commercials can 
prove to be highly educational.  

Calpol is advertised worldwide. However, due to a ban in the European Member 
States on advertising prescription drugs, Tachipirina, the Italian counterpart of Cal-
pol, despite being an OTC drug with medical supervision, cannot be advertised in the 
media. Consequently, this section analyses twelve Calpol TV ads due to their huge 
presence on YouTube: six Calpol commercials in the Philippines, and six ads in the 
UK, Ireland and the US. The Calpol version in the Philippines is bi-lingual – Filipino 
and English – (Calpol 2009, 2014 and 2016) or exclusively in English (Calpol 2014 
and 2016). The mother uses exclusively Filipino in one commercial (Calpol June 2014), 
partly Filipino – when describing daily routine – and partly English – when describing 
what to do when your child is ill – in three other TV ads (Calpol 2009, August 2014 and 
February 2016), and exclusively English in two other adverts (Calpol 2014 and 2016). 
In the first case (Calpol June 2014), a professional male voice speaks in English and 
persuades the mother to use the drug by drawing on professional reliability and the 
rapid efficacy of the product. It does so using lexical boosts (Teh 1986; Bhatia 1993: 51-
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52), words that have superlative positive meaning, such as ‘over’ before a huge number, 
i.e. 500,000 doctor prescriptions for Calpol (Figure 15), and ‘nothing’ which, put in a 
comparative sentence, against Calpol underlines that it is a top-quality medicine (Fig-
ure 16). The third image is confirmation of the effectiveness of the language of ‘love and 
care’, again rendered with the mother’s caress (Figure 17). The fourth image shows the 
screen text is in Filipino, but the voice speaks in English (Figure 18).  

The other two Filipino Calpol ads coincide in images but, as mentioned above, in the 
former the mother uses both languages, and in the latter only English (Calpol Febru-
ary 2016 and March 2016 respectively). In the first case, she speaks Filipino when she 
describes daily routines and the mistakes a mother can make, and switches to English 
when she states that no mistake should be made when a child gets sick. The use of 
both Filipino and English in two different language contexts, Filipino when speaking 
informally about home intimacy and English for scientific formal communication, may 
be a hybridized form of distribution of meanings and messages, where local traditional 
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language forms coexist with international outer language forms, which exert power and 
authority in the Philippines. 

Persuasiveness continues to work using the image to offer an emotional style and 
the screen text to convey the scientific information placed on the right (new informa-
tion) in the first freeze-frame (Figure 19), and then placed on the left (given informa-
tion) in the following frame (Figure 20). The same can be stated for the images: the 
given datum (left side) is that the child is ill, but the new good information (right side) 
is that he is healthy and loving after taking Calpol. The scientific lure relies on the 
efficacy of the drug, this time in curing all the listed symptoms (Figure 19), and on the 
authoritative reference to WHO which considers paracetamol, contained in Calpol, the 
first line treatment (Figure 20). 

From a gender perspective, while the most recent Philippine Calpol ad (February/
March 2016) is highly stereotyped in portraying the little girl (Figure 21), the previ-
ous Philippine Calpol makes a difference (June/August 2014), showing a girl playing 
basketball with her brothers (Figure 22). However, the investigation focusing on how 
boys and girls are represented in Calpol advertising in UK and in Ireland reveals a 
similar pattern detected previously for Calpol 2016 (Figure 21): in Ireland girls like to 
go shopping (Figure 23) and boys like watching soccer matches (Figure 24). However, in 
Ireland four years later, another Calpol advert was broadcast where no gender stereo-
type is detected: kids, no matter what gender they are, get up to mischief outside and 
inside their homes. A similar pattern emerged when considering Calpol advertising in 
the UK from a diachronic perspective: there was a faint aura of gender preconception 
in Calpol 2009 that is completely absent in the two adverts broadcast in 2015. Calpol 
2009 showed a girl trying to put on make-up (Figure 25), and two Calpol adverts (2015) 
show kids of both sexes performing the same activity (Figure 26).

A continuous thread runs through the various versions of the UK and Irish TV 
ads, as all of them represent very dynamic kids. The Calpol pharmaceutical industry 
is always referred to as ‘real’ people who understand both parents, as they consider it 
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‘natural’ for them ‘to be protective’ (Calpol 2010), and kids who ‘are not themselves’ 
when they are ill (Calpol 2015 in the UK and 2016 in Ireland). In the 2015 advert set 
in a hypermarket, Calpol is referred to a ‘family’. As a consequence, they provide kids 
and parents with a set of Calpol products which help kids “get back/bounce back to 
their adorable/ (normal) selves /(adorable) normal”. Only those who have kids (screen 
text “if you’ve got kids you’ll understand” shown in the British Calpol 2009 and Irish 
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Calpol 2012) can understand what ‘adorable’ normality really means when speaking 
about kids: no matter where they are, they are always getting into mischief. In the 2009 
advert, Calpol even says sorry to parents for helping their kids get back to their normal 
selves while showing kids turning the house upside-down. 

The scientific information is provided in the written form with the use of very gen-
eral words, such as “headache, earache, raised temperature, sore throat” (Calpol 2009) 
and “cough, pain and fever, blocked nose” (Calpol 2015 and Calpol 2016), but in other 
TV ads the screen text appears inviting the adult always to read the leaflet, and in-
forming them of the active ingredient of the product and the main symptoms it treats 
(Calpol 2009, Calpol 2010, and Irish Calpol 2012). In the 2015 Calpol commercial, a 
male voice lists all the symptoms that the products cure, always using very common 
expressions, i.e. “a bunged-up little nose and teething”. The term of endearment ‘little’ 
before ‘nose’ strengthens the idea of affection felt by Calpol towards ill kids. Moreover, 
the expressions ‘bunged-up’ and ‘teething’ reiterates the idea that Calpol is part of the 
family and speaks the same informal language as every family member does.   

3.3. Promotion of drugs requiring prescription, from PILs to YouTube
The third and final subsection considers two English and two Italian PILs of drugs 

available only with a medical prescription, investigated in Maglie (2015a: 176-182) 
from a translation point of view. As far as the layout is concerned, there is a perfect 
symmetry between the PILs. While differences are registered, they concern the lan-
guage in terms of tenor (more personal in the English PILs than in the Italian PILs), 
and of lexical condensation and terminologization (nominalizations and technical terms 
in the Italian PIL). One exception to the rule is registered when the Italian PIL uses 
emotional language 2. 

During the adverts, broadcast exclusively in English, there are two voices: a mid-
dle-aged actor and an off-screen voice. When the actor is a woman, the voice off-screen 
is a man’s voice, and vice versa in all the commercials except for one case. This choice 
could be considered gender-equitable, as in this alternate role between men and wom-
en, as patients and experts, both genders are represented with the same regard and 
consideration. 

What is similar is the beginning of the ad when the actor is speaking; what is iden-
tical is when the off-screen voice is speaking. Every ad except one (Spiriva 2011) starts 
with a face-saving act (Yule 2017: 148): the actor shows solidarity with the viewer who 
is linked to him/her by a common goal. S/he addresses the viewer directly (i.e. s/he uses 
‘you’), both to those who have Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) and 
those who do not. The message draws on the idea, on the part of the viewer, of knowl-
edge about COPD and of its sense of unpleasantness. When the viewer has it, s/he knows 
how hard it is to breathe and when s/he does not, the actor asks a question: “Do you want 
to know how hard it is/it can be to breathe with COPD?” The only commercial (Spiriva 
2011) which is different starts with the male actor focusing not on the COPD patient but 
on the disease, reiterating the idea of difficulty not only in breathing, but in doing a lot 
of things. As he is ‘a guy’ – as he says – he wants to do a lot of things (i.e. go exploring, 
try new things etc.), he went to his doctor to get something to help him breathe better.  

2  Texts fragments to illustrate the point are provided in Maglie (2015a: 176-182).
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At this point, the actor portrays today’s patient as someone who is well-informed 
(in fact s/he says what COPD affects); someone who can make well-informed decisions 
about his/her health (in fact, s/he can describe how the drug works), and someone who 
ought to share his/her knowledge (in fact, s/he acts as testimonial to advise others who 
suffer from the same disease). In this section of the commercial, there are two ways 
of ordering the information: either the presentation of the drug first and then how it 
works, or the opposite, but in both cases the words used are more or less the same. 
The sentence “Spiriva is a once daily inhaled (COPD) maintenance treatment” uttered 
by the actor, except for one case, shows the patient can use scientific phrase structure 
rules appropriately. S/he uses a long fixed phrase with five constituents which work as 
adjectives and one final head noun. As such a rule is effective in scientific discourse, 
since it saves words and condenses the message, it shows it can be effective even in 
advertising, as the shorter the commercial is, the less it costs.

When they talk about how Spiriva works, there is great identification on the part of 
the speaker with the disease and his/her body. As COPD is a chronic disease which will 
accompany the patient throughout his/her life, s/he considers it as part of his/her life. S/
he uses possessive adjectives before symptoms and airways (e.g. ‘my COPD symptoms’, 
‘my airways’). As COPD is a disease that cannot be eradicated definitively, Spiriva is 
presented as something that does not solve but helps to control symptoms and to reduce 
flare-ups. However, “it keeps airways open” – an expression which clashes with the 
sense of heaviness stated initially by the COPD patient – “for a full 24 hours” – another 
expression that works as a lexical boost (Teh 1986; Bhatia 1993:51-52), since ‘full’ em-
phasizes the extent of its efficacy, and ‘24 hours’ is used instead of ‘one day’ in order to 
emphasize that each single hour of the twenty-four hour period will be experienced as 
symptom-free, and the consumer will feel more consistently well. 

Now the voice-off intervenes and the pace of the speech increases. It deals with in-
formation which is inserted in a PIL in the two following paragraphs: what Spiriva is 
and what it is used for and its possible side effects. This speech portion is informal and 
it is characterized by de-terminologization (Montalt and González Davies 2007: 231, 
251) and generalization in all cases (e.g. ‘enlarged prostate’, ‘trouble urinating’, ‘kidney 
problems’, ‘vision changes’), except for two cases of terminologization: ‘glaucoma’ and 
‘constipation’. The informality is rendered with the use of both ‘you’, when listing the 
possible side effects (“if you have […]”), and of the imperative mood (“stop taking,” “talk 
with your doctor,” and “call your doctor”). 

At this point the actor concludes with the slogan, “Nothing can reverse COPD, Spiri-
va helps me breathe better/easier,” which stresses the idea of the incurability of the 
disease and of the function of the drug to assure the patient a ‘better/easier’ quality of 
life. The voice-off concludes in two ways: 1) “breathing with COPD is no small thing. 
Ask your doctor about Spiriva”, (2) “does breathing with COPD weigh you down? Don’t 
wait, ask your doctor about Spiriva.” Even though these two cases are structurally dif-
ferent (affirmative vs. interrogative), they draw on the severity of the disease, rendered 
by the informal expression ‘no small thing’, and the symptom of heaviness (see below). 
The solution in both cases is to go to your doctor and ask about Spiriva.

All these commercials except one (Spiriva 2011) use a metaphor-as-sign (Kress 
2010) that works as a facilitator to quickly understand the sense of heaviness perceived 
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by a COPD patient: an elephant 3. It is shown sitting on the chest of a lying man/woman, 
and then walking next to or following the man/woman (Figures 27-30 from Spiriva 2013 
and 2012 respectively). 

Images 27 and 28 show how a COPD patient can feel without Spiriva, and images 29 
and 30 metaphorically show that nothing can solve the disease definitively, but COPD 
follows him/her like a shadow. The elephant changes its position from the patient’s 
chest to his/her side when the patient is sitting with his/her arms on a table with his/
her fists closed. Suddenly s/he opens his/her hands and the Spiriva drug appears. There 
is a moment of great salience: the hands open, the drug appears, the man/woman says: 
“Spiriva keeps my airways open”, and the writing reiterates the concept. Each mode in 
different ways perfectly conveys the idea of freedom from constriction thanks to Spiri-
va. What is written at the bottom of the screen is the same in five of the six ads (Figures 
31-35 are taken from Spiriva adverts 2012-2015).

One (Spiriva 2011) is completely different and deserves analysis. There are different 
slogans alternating on the screen in the upper-centre section in large characters on a 
green background, and in the lower-centre section in small characters on a static black 
background. The former, the “ostensibly, most salient part” (Kress and van Leeuwen 
1996: 194), deals with the discourse firstly of health expectations, i.e. unique opportu-
nities for someone to breathe better, and secondly on Spiriva, i.e. its characteristics and 
positive effects. The latter contains ‘down-to-earth’ information (ibid.) on COPD and 
the drug. When both the former and the latter slogans follow one another swiftly, the 
COPD patient is portrayed when he is with his grandchild, going fishing with one of 

3  The 2017 advertising campaign has relied on a bear rather than an elephant (see more at https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=J9LwjpBInEs). 
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his friends, and with a woman (his partner or friend) in a nightclub with live music. In 
all these situations, he behaves as if he does not suffer from COPD: he does whatever a 
man of his age does. These three contexts are aimed at showing what life can be like if 
a COPD patient takes Spiriva.

3.3.1. How to use Spiriva drugs, from PILs to YouTube
This section briefly introduces what can be found in videos other than TV com-

mercials on Spiriva available on YouTube, which would certainly deserve much more 
discussion in the paper 4. However, what can be stated here is that when the reader 
uses the PIL alone, s/he only has the images (Figures 36-37) to rely on, and his/her 
understanding is helped along by the use of numbers which order the drawing/photo 
sequence, and by arrows which indicate the movements the customer should perform. 
From the PILs to the videos (Figures 38-43), communication certainly improves as the 

4  For reasons of space, I have not provided information on the six YouTube videos in Table 3. I post-
pone in-depth discussion of this special set of videos to a dedicated paper. 
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static drawings or photos are substituted with a professional/patient who shows and 
explains at the same time how to take Spiriva. Figure 41 shows that understanding in 
this video is further enhanced by tapescripts.

As far as language is concerned, findings show that whatever video the online user 
chooses to watch, i.e. the professional or the patient who explains (Figures 38-39 and 
40-41 respectively) or the patient-healthcare professional interaction (Figures 42-43), 
patients always express confidence and expertise. Drawing on conversation analysis 
(Bowles and Seedhouse 2006) these videos can be interpreted as presenting patients 
who, instead of feeling uncomfortable, show to be gaining the right to talk: they are 
culturally domesticating the ST (i.e. the PIL), re-contextualizing it in order to counter-
balance the experts’ monologue and make it more accessible, thus acting as bridges to 
fill the gap between medical practitioners and laypeople. In Italian, only one video was 
found, which is the result of a robot-voice translation from the English counterpart, 
thus suggesting that in Italy we still have a long way to go in terms of playing an active 
role in the management of our own health on the web. 

4. Concluding remarks

With reference to the goal and the research questions pointed out in the introduc-
tion, the product-specific commercials analysed in this study maintain a sort of conti-
nuity particularly with the British PILs in terms of user-friendliness (e.g. terminolog-
ical simplification for Vicks Vaporub and Calpol) and visual engagement (e.g. notices/
charts/tables/screen text/voiceover narrator for Vicks Vaporub and Calpol and voice-
over narrators, slogans and screen text for Spiriva/Spiriva Respimat). Moreover, these 
multimodal texts across languages and cultures represent a sort of real ‘gain’ in the 
emotional dimension with respect to the PILs. The important messages about the three 
drug-categories (what x is, what it is used for, how to take it and side-effects) are inter-
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twined with home life and daily routine (a family with an ill child for Vicks Vaporub and 
Calpol and an active middle-aged person for Spiriva/Spiriva Respimat). The reitera-
tion of the same globalized familiar narration, notwithstanding differences in language 
use (Italian for Vicks Vaporub and Filipino/English in Calpol), the presence of some 
culture-specific elements (a mother wearing traditional dress in Vicks Vaporub) and 
the use of metaphor-as-sign (the elephant in Spiriva/Spiriva Respimat), guarantees a 
democratizing style of discourse worldwide across the three drug categories. Moreover, 
through their product-specific commercials, pharmaceutical companies can offer the 
general public the desired message and the intentional meaning they want to promote 
about themselves and their own product as people who consider their customers’ health 
very highly (in Calpol they even define themselves as a family), and as the best solution 
designed to solve/manage their health problems.

The promotion of drugs directed at consumers over the Internet is “still a largely 
unexplored field, both in terms of the wider potential impact on health consumers and 
on medical communication” (Plastina 2015: 195), and the current study, focusing on 
three categories of product-specific advertisements delivered through YouTube, makes 
a contribution to expanding our knowledge of a new and popular way to spread medical 
knowledge across languages and cultures, which has been changing the physician-pa-
tient relationship from a merely informative to a meaningfully emotional point of view. 
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Pharmaceutical companies in this study have shown that they take the impact of this 
emotional dimension on the general public into great consideration when commercial-
izing their drugs worldwide. The emotional dimension in medical treatment, conveyed 
via the Internet, needs to be considered, assessed and promoted as it may occupy a 
crucial role in fostering patients’ knowledge of their condition, their beliefs about being 
able to adhere to treatment and about the usefulness of treatment, and their level of 
satisfaction.  
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Name of the product  Date/year of 

publication/ 
broadcasting 

Geographical  
info (origin, 
distribution etc.) 

Brief description of the advert 

1. Vicks Vaporub 2007 South Africa A boy should take part in a school play the 
following day but he’s ill. His mum uses the 
product, and the day after he goes to school 
and is a really good actor. 

2. Vicks Vaporub 2008 South Africa The boy pretends to be a doctor, examining 
his dad who has a terrible cold; the girl 
pretends to be a nurse. 

3. Vicks Vaporub 2010 South Africa A boy should take part in a soccer match the 
following day but he’s ill. His mum uses the 
product, and the day after he is well, plays 
the match and wins a cup. 

4. Vicks Vaporub 2011 South Africa The mum is taking care of her son’s cold 
using the product. The following morning he 
and his sister get up early and go to their 
parents’ bedroom to wake them up.   

5. Vicks Vaporub 2016 South Africa At night in a double bed, a father and son 
are dreaming, but coughing wakes up both of 
them and even the mum. She protects her 
loved ones’ sweet dreams using the product. 

6. Vicks Vaporub  2017  South Africa 
 

At night in a double bed a son is dreaming, 
but coughing wakes him up, as well as his 
mum and dad. The mum protects her loved 
ones’ sweet dreams using the product. 

1. Vicks Vaporub 2015 India At night in a double bed a father and son are 
dreaming, but coughing wakes up both of 
them and even the mum. She protects her 
loved ones’ sweet dreams using the product. 

2. Vicks Vaporub 2015 Arabia At night in a double bed a father and son are 
dreaming, but coughing wakes them both 
up. The mum, wearing traditional clothing, 
enters the room and protects her loved ones’ 
sweet dreams using the product. 

3. Vicks Vaporub 2015 Italy  At night everybody is sleeping in their 
bedrooms, but the son starts coughing and 
the dad sneezing, waking everybody up. The 
mum takes care of her loved ones using the 
product. In the end, everybody sleeps in the 
double bed. 

4. Vicks Vaporub 2011 US The champion Drew Brees uses the product 
when his ‘football player’ child is ill. 

5. Vicks Vaporub 2009 UK A mum uses the product when her ‘princess’ 
daughter is ill. 

6. Vicks Vaporub  2015/2017 US/UK At night everybody is sleeping in their 
bedrooms, but the son starts coughing and 
the father starts sneezing, waking everybody 
up. The mum takes care of her loved ones 
using the product. In the end, everybody 
sleeps in the double bed. 

 
 
 
 

Table 1. The first set of data (name of product, year of broadcasting, country and brief description of 
the advert) 

Appendix
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Name of the product  
 

Date/Year of 
broadcasting 

Geographical info 
(language(s) spoken) 

Brief description of the advert 

1. Calpol 2009 Philippines 
(languages 
Filipino/English) 

A mother speaks two languages: when she 
describes her day as a teacher she uses 
English and as a mother she uses Filipino, 
but she uses mainly English when 
describing what to do when your child gets 
ill.  

2.Calpol  June 2014 Philippines 
(languages 
Filipino/English) 

A mother comes back home and her son is 
ill. A female voice describes the domestic 
scene using Filipino, but a male 
professional voice gives info about the drug 
using English. 

3. Calpol Aug 2014 Philippines 
(languages: 
Filipino/English) 

A mother speaks two languages when 
talking about her daughter who loves 
playing with dolls but also basketball with 
her brothers. A professional male voice 
gives info about the drug using English 
and Filipino. 

4. Calpol September 
2014 

Philippines 
(Language: English) 

A mother speaks English when talking 
about her daughter who loves playing with 
dolls but also basketball with her brothers. 
A professional male voice gives info about 
the drug using English. 

5. Calpol February 
2016 

Philippines 
(languages: 
Filipino/English) 

A mother speaks Filipino when describing 
her daily routine full of little mistakes. But 
she uses English when explaining no 
mistakes are admitted when her child gets 
ill. A professional female voice gives info 
about the drug. 

6. Calpol   March 2016 Philippines 
(language: English) 

A mother speaks English when describing 
her daily routine full of little mistakes. But 
no mistakes are admitted when her child 
gets ill. A professional female voice gives 
info about the drug. 

7. Calpol 2010 UK Parents are protective when taking care of 
their kids, not only when it is not 
necessary, e.g. in everyday activities (in 
the swimming pool, during a race, when 
kids blow out their birthday candles), but 
mainly when it is necessary, i.e. when 
their kids are ill.  

8.Calpol 2012 Ireland Little girls love trying high-heeled shoes 
and perfumes and little boys love watching 
soccer matches on TV when they are in 
shops. 

9.Calpol   2009 UK Little kids get into mischief inside and 
outside the house. 

10.Calpol  2015 UK Kids get into mischief inside and outside 
the house (different kids and actions from 
the 2009 version). 

11.Calpol 2015 UK/US Kids get into mischief in a hypermarket.  

12.Calpol 2016 Ireland Kids get into mischief inside and outside 
the house (the very same version as that of 
2015). 

 Table 2. The second set of data (name of the product, month/year of broadcasting, country/language 
spoken and brief description of the advert)
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Table 3. The third set of data (name of the product, year of broadcasting, country and brief 
description of the advert)  
 

Name of the product  
 

Year of 
broadcasting 

Geographical info 
(origin, 
distribution etc.) 

Brief description of advert 

1. Spiriva 2011 Anglophone 
countries 

Man with his grandchild outdoors, with 
friends fishing and having fun (with music 
and slogans written in background) 

2. Spiriva  2012 Anglophone 
countries 

Man at home playing billiards (with 
elephant) 

3. Spiriva 2013 Anglophone 
countries 

Man on a safari with his wife/partner (with 
elephant) 

4. Spiriva 2013 Anglophone 
countries 

Woman at work (with elephant) 

5. Spiriva Respimat 2013 Anglophone 
countries 

Woman on the beach with her grandchildren, 
her daughter and son-in-law / her son with 
daughter-in-law (with elephant). 

6. Spiriva Respimat  2015 Anglophone 
countries 

Woman on holiday with her husband/partner 
(with elephant) 

 Table 3. The third set of data (name of the product, year of broadcasting, country and brief description 
of the advert)


