
 
 

 COMPLAINT NUMBER 21/371 

ADVERTISER Reckitt Benckiser (NZ) Limited 

ADVERTISEMENT Dettol, Television 

DATE OF MEETING 12 October 2021 

OUTCOME 
Not Upheld 

No Further Action Required 

 
Summary of the Complaints Board Decision  
The Complaints Board did not uphold a complaint about a television advertisement for Reckitt 
Benckiser Dettol products which claimed to kill 99.9% of germs and viruses including COVID-
19.  The Complaints Board said the context of the advertisement meant most consumers 
would understand the disinfectant products can help prevent germ and virus spread from 
surfaces.  The Complaints Board said the advertisement was unlikely to mislead or confuse 
consumers that the products offered a complete preventative solution against COVID-19.   
 
Advertisement 
The Reckitt Benckiser television advertisement promotes Dettol multi-purpose spray and 
disinfectant wipes as a way to protect against flu and COVID-19 viruses. The advertisement 
portrays germs as colourful balloon-like spheres which grow after a child sneezes and 
continue to spread on surfaces around him. The voice over says “What if you can help protect 
your family from the flu just by cleaning your home with Dettol.  Help stop the spread this 
winter. Kill 99.9% of germs as well as flu and COVID-19 viruses.”  The visuals show that once 

the infected surfaces are wiped and sprayed by the Dettol products, the "germs" disappear. 
The advertisement includes a disclaimer which specifies the relevant strain of flu and germs 
tested.  “*Influenza type A H1N1. Kills 99.9% of germs (E. coli, Salmonella, S. aureus). Always 
read the label. Follow the directions for use.” 
 
Summary of the Complaint  
The Complainant was concerned the advertisement is misleading to claim it protects against 
COVID-19, as this alone will not provide sufficient protection and may misled consumer into 
thinking cleaning could be an alternative to getting vaccinated. 
 
Issues Raised: 

• Truthful Presentation 
 
Summary of the Advertiser’s Response  
The Advertiser defended the advertisement and said the advertisement does not make the 
representation that using Dettol alone can protect against COVID-19, but that the range of 
Dettol products helps protect from flu and the disinfectant products kill 99.9% of germs as well 
as flu and COVID-19 viruses.  The Advertiser noted there was a clear disclaimer which 
specifies the relevant strain of flu and germs tested.  The Advertiser referenced the Ministry 
of Health’s COVID-19 cleaning and disinfection advice about reducing the exposure risk by 
appropriate cleaning and disinfecting practices.   
 
Summary of the Media Response 
The Commercial Approvals Bureau said disinfection remains a core support action for 
stemming the transmission of Covid-19 coronavirus, in conjunction with wearing masks in 
public and maintaining social distance in public settings. It said there is no evidence either 



 21/371 

2 

scientific or anecdotal to support the position that viewers will forego vaccination because 
surface disinfectant products exist. 
 
Relevant ASA Codes of Practice 
 
The Acting Chair directed the Complaints Board to consider the complaint with reference to 
the following codes: 

ADVERTISING STANDARDS CODE 

 

Principle 2: Truthful Presentation: Advertisements must be truthful, balanced and 
not misleading.   
 
Rule 2(b) Truthful Presentation: Advertisements must not mislead or be likely to 
mislead, deceive or confuse consumers, abuse their trust or exploit their lack of 
knowledge. This includes by implication, inaccuracy, ambiguity, exaggeration, 
unrealistic claim, omission, false representation or otherwise. Obvious hyperbole 
identifiable as such is not considered to be misleading. 

 
Relevant precedent decisions 
In considering this complaint the Complaints Board referred to Precedent Decision, 20/388, 
which was ruled No Grounds to Proceed by the Chair of the Complaints Board.  
 
The full version of this decision can be found on the ASA website: 
https://www.asa.co.nz/decisions/ 
 
Decision 20/388 concerned television advertisement from Reckitt Benckiser about the Glen 
20 Surface Spray product, which it states is tested and shown effective against COVID-19 
Corona virus.  
 
The Chair of the Complaints Board noted the Complainant’s concern it was inappropriate to 
advertise a disinfectant as being effect against COVID-19 following Donald Trumps media 
coverage about ingesting disinfectant.  The Chair said the likely consumer takeout would be 
the product is a disinfectant that can be used on surfaces to help reduce the spread of COVID-
19.  The Chair said the advertisement did not exploit the fear caused by the pandemic and 
provided information about a tested product that can be used to help disinfect indoor hard 
surfaces.  The Chair of the Complaints Board said the advertisement did not make socially 
irresponsible or misleading claims and there were no grounds for the complaint to proceed. 
 
Complaints Board Discussion 
The Acting Chair noted that the Complaints Board’s role was to consider whether there had 
been a breach of the Advertising Standards Code. In deciding whether the Code has been 
breached the Complaints Board has regard to all relevant matters including:  
 

• Generally prevailing community standards 

• Previous decisions 

• The consumer takeout of the advertisement, and  

• The context, medium, audience and the product or service being advertised, which in 
this case is: 

o Context: Advertising cleaning products during a pandemic 
o Medium: Television 
o Audience: Household shoppers 
o Product: Disinfectant products 

 

https://www.asa.co.nz/decisions/
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Consumer Takeout   
The Complaints Board agreed the likely consumer takeout of the advertisement was the 
disinfectant products being advertised could help reduce the spread of flu and other illnesses 
by killing 99.9% of germs and viruses on surfaces, including COVID-19. 
 
Does the advertisement imply cleaning with disinfectant alone can protect consumers from 
COVID-19? 
The Complaints Board said the advertisement did not present its disinfectant products as a 
replacement for vaccinations or as a complete preventative solution against COVID-19.  The 
Board noted the wording in the advertisement “What if you can help protect your family from 
the flu just by cleaning your home with Dettol” and said the use of the word “just” could be 
considered problematic if considered in isolation.  The Board said the Advertiser had preceded 
this statement with the wording “Help stop the spread this winter”, which the Board agreed 
would mitigate the use of the word ‘just’. Overall, after considering the consumer takeout of 
the advertisement as a whole, the Complaints Board said the advertisement did not imply that 
the disinfectant products alone were sufficient to prevent the spread of COVID-19. 
 
The Complaints Board said visual metaphor presented in the advertisement, with germs being 
represented as balloons, transferring from one surface to another, provided further context for 
the message that the disinfectant products can help prevent germ and virus spread from 
surface contamination.  The Board noted this message was in keeping with the Ministry of 
Health’s COVID-19 cleaning and disinfection advice about reducing the exposure risk by 
appropriate cleaning and disinfecting practices. 
 
The Complaints Board also noted the Advertiser had provided substantiation for the efficacy 
claim made in the advertisement in the form of a testing summary table.  
 
The Complaints Board unanimously agreed the advertisement was unlikely to mislead or 
confuse consumers and was not in breach of Principle 2 or Rule 2(b) of the Advertising 
Standards Code. 
 
 
 
Outcome 
The Complaints Board ruled the complaint was Not Upheld. 
 
No further action required. 
 
 

APPEAL INFORMATION 

According to the procedures of the Advertising Standards Complaints Board, all 
decisions are able to be appealed by any party to the complaint. Information on 
our Appeal process is on our website, www.asa.co.nz. Appeals must be made in 
writing with notification of the intent to appeal lodged within 14 calendar days of 
receipt of the written decision.  The substantive appeal application must be lodged 
with the ASA within 21 calendar days of receipt of the written decision. 

http://www.asa.co.nz/
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APPENDICES 
 

1. Complaint 
2. Response from Advertiser 
3. Response from Media  

 
  
 
Appendix 1 
 
COMPLAINT  
Dettol advertisement. The claim is made that Dettol protect against Covid, which is not true 
and misleading. Only the vaccine will protect, and certainly using Dettol alone will not. This 
may be misleading people into thinking that they can use Dettol, instead of getting the vaccine. 
 
Appendix 2 
 
RESPONSE FROM ADVERTISER, RECKITT BENCKISER 
 
Re. Reckitt Benckiser (NZ) Limited Television – Complaint 21/371 

Thank you for your letter dated 20 August and the opportunity to defend the complaint.  
 
The complainant alleges that the Dettol advertisement (“Advertisement”) makes the claim 
that “Dettol protect(s) against Covid” and that “only the vaccine will protect, and certainly using 
Dettol alone will not. This may be misleading people into thinking that they can use Dettol 
instead of getting the vaccine.”  
 
Principle 2, Rule 2(b) of the Advertising Standards Code (“ASA”) provides for truthful 
representation. Pursuant to that, advertisements must not mislead or deceive or confuse 
consumers including any implication, inaccuracy, false representation etc.   
 
We contend that the Advertisement does not make the representation that using Dettol alone 
can protect against Covid. The Advertisement makes the following representations, namely: 

i. Dettol helps protect from the flu through cleaning/disinfecting your home with Dettol; 
and 

ii. The featured Dettol products (namely Dettol multipurpose cleaner, Dettol disinfectant 
cleaning wipes and Dettol disinfectant wipes, together, the “Dettol Products”) kills 
99.9% of germs* as well as flu and COVID-19 viruses.  

 
The Advertisement also features a prominent and clearly visible disclaimer on the screen 
which specifies the relevant strain of flu and the germs tested: “*Influenza type A H1N1. Kills 
99.9% of germs (E. coli, Salmonella, S. aureus). Always read the label. Follow the directions 
for use.” 
 
The claims listed above do not make any representation that Dettol alone protects against 
COVID-19 disease. Instead, it represents that the use of Dettol Products “helps” in protecting 
from the flu (including COVID-19 virus) through cleaning or disinfecting the home. That is, 
disinfecting or cleaning the home is one of the ways we can help protect against the Covid-19 
Virus. This is in line with the advice provided by the Ministry of Health NZ, dated 7th August 
2020 (available here) under the heading “COVID-19 : General cleaning and disinfection 
advice”, which states that an “important measure that reduces”1 the risk of exposure to COVID-

 
1 https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/diseases-and-conditions/covid-19-novel-coronavirus/covid-19-
information-specific-audiences/covid-19-general-cleaning-and-disinfection-advice  

https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/diseases-and-conditions/covid-19-novel-coronavirus/covid-19-information-specific-audiences/covid-19-general-cleaning-and-disinfection-advice
https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/diseases-and-conditions/covid-19-novel-coronavirus/covid-19-information-specific-audiences/covid-19-general-cleaning-and-disinfection-advice
https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/diseases-and-conditions/covid-19-novel-coronavirus/covid-19-information-specific-audiences/covid-19-general-cleaning-and-disinfection-advice
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19 is appropriate cleaning and disinfecting of regularly accessed indoor and outdoor areas 
and that products that can kill viruses can be used to disinfect2. The Advertisement shows 
disinfecting of handrails and kitchen counter, which are frequently touched hard surfaces, in 
line with the Ministry’s advice above.   
 
The Advertisement does not expressly or impliedly make any representation that using Dettol 
Products “alone”, is sufficient to protect against COVID-19 virus, as alleged in the complaint. 
Hence, there is no false or misleading representation made in the Advertisement.  
 
Further, Reckitt can substantiate the claims made above i.e. that Dettol Products kill 99.9% of 
germs* as well flu and COVID-19 viruses (see substantiation below). 
 
In conclusion, the complainant’s allegation that the Advertisement misleads viewers into 
thinking that consumers can use Dettol instead of getting the vaccine, is not accurate as the 
Advertisement does not expressly or impliedly represent that Dettol alone is sufficient to 
protect against COVID-19.  
 
Further, please see below the information requested in Appendix 1 of your letter: 

 

Request No. Response 

33 3. A copy of the video can be found through this link: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8HNz7at3WlM 

We also attach a copy of the video. 

 

4. The advertisement stopped airing on TV from the week commencing 22 

August 2021 and stopped airing on YouTube from the week commencing 29 

August 2021. 

 

5. Below is a list of all media where the advertisement was placed: 

• TV 

• YouTube 

• Dettol NZ website 
 

6. Please see: 

• A copy of the script (attached) 

• A copy of the media schedule and spot lists (attached) 

• CAB key number and rating below: 

Key number  CAB number  Rating  

RBND 0159022 10518027 GXC 

RBND 0159022 AP 10525037 GXC 
 

7. We used TVNZ tools to target the below demographics: 

• Female Household Shoppers 25-49 years old 

• All People 25-39 years old 

 
2 https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/diseases-and-conditions/covid-19-novel-coronavirus/covid-19-
information-specific-audiences/covid-19-general-cleaning-and-disinfection-advice/covid-19-cleaning-
frequently-asked-questions#03 (accessed 22 September 2021) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8HNz7at3WlM
https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/diseases-and-conditions/covid-19-novel-coronavirus/covid-19-information-specific-audiences/covid-19-general-cleaning-and-disinfection-advice/covid-19-cleaning-frequently-asked-questions#03
https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/diseases-and-conditions/covid-19-novel-coronavirus/covid-19-information-specific-audiences/covid-19-general-cleaning-and-disinfection-advice/covid-19-cleaning-frequently-asked-questions#03
https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/diseases-and-conditions/covid-19-novel-coronavirus/covid-19-information-specific-audiences/covid-19-general-cleaning-and-disinfection-advice/covid-19-cleaning-frequently-asked-questions#03
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8.  Please see attached summary of our testing supporting our claim that our 

featured products kill flu viruses and Covid-19 virus. 

 

 

 Appendix 3 

RESPONSE FROM MEDIA, COMMERCIAL APPROVALS BUREAU 

Complaint 21/371                 Dettol             Key:  RBND0159022        Classification:   G  
 
This commercial for Dettol was approved on 25/05/21 with a 'G' general classification. It is 
categorised as a Household - Cleaning advertisement. 
 
Disinfection remains a core support action for stemming the transmission of Covid-19 
coronavirus, in conjunction with wearing masks in public and maintaining social distance in 
public settings. 
 
While wearing a mask, or maintaining a two-metre distance, or sanitising one's hands cannot 
prevent a Covid-19 infection, these practices remain absolutely essential as measures against 
the spread of the virus and continue to be recommended by government authorities. 
 
The complaint says there is a chance viewers will forego vaccination because surface 
disinfectant products exist - there is no evidence either scientific or anecdotal to support this 
position. 
 


