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et hether ads are presented as sources of information enabling the con-
‘ ; s ; sumer to make educated choices between products or aim at offering

memorable images or witty, thoughtful, or poetic copy, the underly-

ing intent of all advertising is to persuade specific audiences. Seen in this way, ads
appear as mini-arguments whose strategies and techniques of persuasion can be
analyzed just like a written argument. We can discover which clements are
designed to appeal to the audience’s emotions (pathos according to Aristotle),
which elements make their appeal in terms of reasons, evidence, or logic {/gg0s),



and how the advertiser goes about winning credibility for itself or in terms of the
spokesperson employed to speak on behalf of the product (the ethos dimension).
Like arguments, ads can be effective if they appeal to the needs, values, and
beliefs of the audience. Advertisers use a variety of visual and verbal means to
encourage their audience to identify with the people in the ads, the experiences’
the ads depict, and the values the ads promote. Although the verbal and visual
elements within an ad are designed to work together, we can study these ele-
ments separately. We can look at how the composition of the elements within an
ad is intended to function. We can look at the role of language and how it is used
to persuade. We can study how objects and scttings are used to promote the
audience’s identification with the products being sold. We can judge ads accord-
ing to the skill with which they deploy all of these resources while at the same
time being critically aware of their intended effects on us.

THE TECHNIQUES OF ADVERTISING

The claim the ad makes is designed to establish the superiority of the product in
the minds of the audience and to create a distinctive image for the product,
whether it is a brand of cigarettes, a financial service, or a type of gasoline. The
single most important technique for creating this image depends on transferring
ideas, attributes, or feelings from outside the product onto the product itself, In
this way the product comes to represent an obtainable object or service that
embodies, represents, or symbolizes a whole range of meanings. This transfer
can be achieved in many ways. For example, when Elizabeth Taylor lends her
glamour and beauty to the merchandising of a perfume, the consumer is meant
to conclude that the perfume must be superior to other perfumes in the way that
Elizabeth Taylor embodies beauty, glamour, and sex appeal. The attempt to
transfer significance can operate in two ways. It can encourage the audience to
discover meanings and to correlate feelings and attributes that the advertiser
wishes the product to represent in ways that allow these needs and desires to
become attached to specific products. It can also prevent the correlation of
thoughts or feelings that might discourage the audience from purchasing a par-
tcular product. For example, the first most instinctive response to the thought
of smoking a cigarette might be linked with the idea of inhaling hot and dry
smoke from what are essentially burning tobacco leaves. Thus, any associations
the audience might have with burning leaves, coughing, and dry hot smoke
must be short-circuited by supplying them with a whole set of other associations
to receive and occupy the perceptual “slot” that might have been triggered by
their first reactions. Cigarette advertisers do this in a variety of ways:

By showing active people in outdoorsy settings they put the thought of
emphysema, shortness of breath, or lung disease very far away indeed.

By showing cigarette packs set against the background of grass glistening
with morning dew or bubbling streams or cascading waterfalls, they

subdy guide the audience’s response away from what is dry, hot, con-
gested, or burning toward what is open, airy, moist, cool, and clean.

In some brands, menthol flavoring and green and blue colors are intended
to promote these associations.

Thus, ads act as do all other kinds of persuasion to intensify correlations that
work to the advertiser’s advanfégc and to suppress associations that would lessen
the product’s appeal. ..

- 'The kinds of assoaanons audlcnccs are encouraged to perceive reflect a
broad range of positive emotional appeals that encourage the audience to find
self-esteem through the purchase of a product that by itself offers a way to meet
personal and social needs. The particular approach taken in the composition of
the ad, the way it is laid out, and the connotations of the advertising copy vary
according' to the emotonal appeal of the ad.

The most common manipulative techniques are designed to make con-
sumers want to consume to satisty deep-seated human drives. Of course, no one
consciously believes that purchasing a particular kind of toothpaste, perfume,
lipstick, or automobile will meet real psychological and social needs, but that is
exactly how products are sold—through the promise of delivering unattainable
satisfactions through tangible purchasable objects or services. In purchasing a
certain product, we are offered the chance to create ourselves, our personality,
and our relationships through consumption.

EMOTIONAL APPEALS USED IN ADVERTISING

The emotional appeals in ads function exactly the way assumptions about value do
i written arvguments. They supply the unstated major premise that supplies a
rationale to persuade an audience that a particular product will meet one or
another of several different kinds of needs. Some ads present the purchase of a
product as a means by which consumers can find social acceptance.

These ads address the consumer as “you” (“wouldn’t ‘you’ really father have
a Buick?”). The “youn™ here is plural but is perceived as being individual and per-
sonal by someone who has already formed the connection with the product.
Ironically, the price of remaining in good standing with this “group” of fellow
consumers requires the consumer to purchase an expensive automobile, In this
sense, ads give consumers a chance to belong to social groups that have only one
thing in common—the purchase of a particular product.

One variation on the emotional need to belong to a designated social group
is the appeal to status or “snob appeal.” Snob appeal is not new. In 1710, the
Spectator, a popular newspaper of the time, carried an ad that read:

An incomparable Powder for Cleaning Teeth, which has given great satis-
faction to most of the Nobility Gentry in England. (Quoted in W. Duncan
Reelde, Advertising: Its Place in Political and Managerial Economics,
1974.)



Ads for scotch, expensive cars, boats, jewelry, and watches frequently place
their products in upper-class settings or depict them in connection with the fine
arts (sculpture, ballet, etc.). The value warrant in these ads encourages the con-
sumer to imagine that the purchase of the item will confer qualities associated
with the background or activities of this upper-class world onto the consumer.

- In other ads the need to belong takes a more subtle form of offering the
product as a way to become part of 4 time in the past the audience might look
back to with nostalgia. Grandmotherly figures wearing aprons and holding
products that are advertised as being “like Grandma used to make™ offer the
consumer an imaginary past, a family tradition, or a simpler time looked back to
with warmth and sentimentality. For many years, Smucker’s preserves featured
ads in which the product was an integral part of a scene emanating security and
warmth, which the ad invited us to remember as if it were our own past. Ads of
this kind are often photographed through filters that present misty sepia-tone
images that carefully recreate old-fashioned kitchens with the accompanying
appliances, dishes, clothes, and hairstyles. The ads thus supply us with false
memories and invite us to insert ourselves into this imaginary past and to
remember it as if it were our own. At the furthest extreme, ads employing the
appeal to see ourselves as part of a group may try to evoke patriotic feelings so
that the prospective consumer will derive the satisfactions of good citizenship

and sense of participation in being part of the collective psyche of an entire’

nation. The point is that people really do have profound needs that advertisers
can exploit, but it would be a rare product indeed that could really fulfill such
profound needs.

Advertisers use highly sophlsucatcd market rcsearch techniques to enable
them to define and characterize precisely those people who are most likely to be
receptive to ads of particular kinds. The science of demograplncs 1s aided and
abetted by psychological research that enables advertisers to “target” a precisely
designated segment of the general public. For example, manufacturers of vari-
ous kinds of liquor can rely on studies that inform them that vodka drinkers are
most likely to read Psychology Today and scotch drinkers the New Yorker, while
readers of Time prefer rum and the audience for Playboy has a large number of
readers who prefer gin. Once a market segment with defined psychological char-
acteristics has been identified, an individual ad can be crafted for that particular
segment and placed in the appropriate publication.

Ads, of course, can elicit responses by attempting to manipulate consumers
through negative as well as positive emotional appeals. Helen Woodward, the
head copywriter for an ad agency, once offered the following advice for ad writ-
ers trying to formulate a new ad for baby food: “Give ’em the figures about the
baby death rate—but don’t say it flatly . . . if we only had the nerve to put a
hearse in the ad, you couldn’t keep the women away from the food” (Stuart
Ewen, Captains of Consciousness: Advertising and the Social Roots of Consumer
Culture [1976]). Ads of this kind must first arouse the consumer’s anxictics and
then offer the product as the solution to the problem that more often than not
the ad has created.

For example, an advertisermnent for Polaroid evokes the fear of not having

|

taken pictures of moments that cannot be re-created and then offers the product
as a form of insurance that will prevent this calamity from occurring. Nikon does
the same in claiming that “a moment is called 2 moment because it doesn’t last
forever. Think of sunsets. A child’s surprise. A Labrador’s licky kiss. This is pre-
cisely why the Nikon N50 has the simple ‘Simple’ switch on top of the camera.”
-.Ads for products.that promise to guarantee their purchasers sex appeal,
youth; health, social acceptance, self-esteem, creativity, enlightenment, a happy
family life, loving relationships, escape from boredom, vitality, and many other
things frequently-employ scare tactics to frighten or worry the consumer into
purchasing the product to ease his or her fears. These ads must first make the
consumer dissatisfied with the self that exists. In this way, they function exactly
as do policy arguments that recommend solutions to problems with measurably
harmful consequences. The difference is that these kinds of ads actually are
designed to arouse and then exploit the anxieties related to these problems.
Large industrial conglomerates, whether in oil, chemicals, pharmaceuticals;
or agribusiness, frequently use advertising to accomplish different kinds of
objectives than simply persuading the consumer to buy a particular product.
These companies often seck to persuade the general public that they are not pol-
luting the environment, poisoning the water, or causing environmental havoc in
the process of manufacturing their products. The emotional appeal they use is
to portray themselves as concerned “corporate citizens,” vitally interested in the
public good as a whole, and especially in those communities where they conduct
their operations. In some cases, the ads present products as if they were directly
produced from nature without being subjected to intermediary processing,
preservatives, and contaminants, thereby lessening concern that they produce
harmful byproducts. For example, Mazola might depict a spigot producing corn
oil directly inserted into an ear of corn. A Jeep might appear 1o have material-
ized out of thin air on a seemingly inaccessible mountain peak. Companies sen-
sitive to accusations that they are polluting the air and water can mount an
advertising campaign designed to prove that they are not simply exploiting the
local resources (whether timber, oil, fish, coal) for profits but are genuinely
interested in putting something back into the community. The folksy good-
neighbor tone of these ads is designed to create a benign image of the company.

THE LANGUAGE OF ADVERTISING

We can see how the creation of a sense of the company’s credibility as a con-
cerned citizen corresponds to what Aristotle called the ethos dimension. For
example, Chevron expresses concern that the ight from their oil drilling opera-
tions be shiclded so that spawning sea turtles won’t be unintentionally misdi-
rected and lose their way!

The appeals to logic, statements of reasons, and presentations of evidence in
ads correspond to the Jagos dimension of argument. The wording of the claims
is particularly important, since it determines whether companies are legally
responsible for any claims they make. .



Claims in advertising need to be evaluated to discover whether something
is asserted that needs to be proved or is implied without actually being stated.

Claims may refer to authoritative-sounding results obtained by supposedly
independent laboratories, teams of research scientists, or physicians without ever
saying how these surveys were conducted, what statistical methods were used,
and who interpreted the resuits. Ads of this kind may make an impressive-sound-
ing quasi-scientific claim; Ivory Soap used to present itself as “99 and 44,/100%
pure” without answering “pure” what. Some ads use technical talk and sciendfic
terms to give the impression of a scientific breakthrough. For example, ST?
claims that it added “an anti-wear agent and viscosity improvers” to your oil.
The copy for L. L. Bean claims of one of its jackets that “even in brutal.ice winds
gusting to 80 knots this remarkable anorak kept team members who wore it
warm and comfortable.” It would be important to know that the team members
referred to are members of the “L. L. Bean test team.” ‘

Other claims cannot be substantiated, for example, “we’re the Dexter Shoe
Company. And for nearly four decadcs we put 2 lot of Dexter Maine into every
pair of shoes we make.”

In an ad for lipstick, Aveda makes the claim that “it’s made of rich, carthy
lip colours formulated with pure plant plgmcnt from the Uraku tree. Orgam
cally grown by indigenous people in the rain forest.” :

Claims may be deceptive in other ways. Of all the techniques advertisers use
to influence what people believe and how they spend their money, none is more
basic than the use of so-called weasel words. This term was popularized by
Theodore Roosevelt in a speech he gave in-St. Louis, May 31, 1916, when he
commented that notes from the Department of State were filled with weasel
words that retract the meaning of the words they are next to. just as a weasel
sucks the meat out of the egg. :

In modern advertising parlance, a weasel word has come to mean any qual-
ifier or comparative that is used to imply a positive quality that cannot be stated
as a fact, becanse it cannot be substantiated. For example, if an ad claims a tooth-
paste will “help™ stop cavities it does-not obligate the manufacturer to substan-
tdate this claim. So, too,if 2 product is advertised as “fighting” germs, the equiv-
ocal claim hides the fact that the product may fight and lose.

A recent ad for STP claimed that “no matter what kind of car you drive, STP
gas treatment helps remove the water that leads to gas line freeze. And unlike
gas line anti-frecze, our unique gas treatment formula works to reduce intake
valve deposits and prevent clogged injectors.” The key words are “helps” and
“works,” neither of which obligates STP to be legally accountable to support
the claim. :

The words virtually (as in “virtually spotless™) and #p 2o or for as long as (as
in “stops coughs up to eight hours”) also remove any legal obligation on the
part of the manufacturer to justify the claim.

Other favorite words in the copywriter’s repertoire, such as free and zew, are
useful in selling everything from cat food to political candidates. :

THE ETHICAL DIMENSION OF PERSUASION

As we have seen in our examination of the methods advertisers use to influence
consumers, ethical questions are implicit in every act of persuasion. For exam-
ple, what are we to make of a persuader whose objectives in secking to influence
an audience may be praiseworthy but who consciously makes use of distorted
facts or seeks to manipulate an audience by playing on their known attitudes, val-
ues, and beliefs. Is success in persuasion the only criterion or should we hold
would-be persuaders accountable to some ethical standards of responsibility
about the means they use to achieve specific ends? Pcrhaps the most essential
quality in determining whether any act of persuasion is an ethical one depends
on the writer maintaining an open dialogue with different pcrspechves that
might be advanced on a particular issue. By contrast, any act of persuasion that
intentionally seeks to avoid self-criticism or challenges from competing perspec-
tives will come across as insincere, dogmatic, deceptive, and defensive. The
desire to shut down debate or control an andience’s capacity to respond to the
argument might well be considered unethical. The consequence of this attitude
may be observed in the arguer’s use of fraudulent evidence, illogical reasoning,
emotionally laden irrelevant appeals, simplistic representation of the issue, or the
pretense of expertise. Standards to apply when judging the ethical dimension in
any act of persuasion require us to consider whether any element of coercion,
deception, or manipiilation is present. This becomes especially true when we
look at the relationship between propaganda as a form of mass persuasion and
the rhetorical means used to influence large groups of people.




