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In his essay John Crichton, a past president of the American Association of Adver-
tising Agencies, answers some of the criticisms of those who attack the advertising
industry. For instance, he disputes the critics’' charge that ads are almost universally
misleading and that the “acquisitiveness” that advertising promotes is necessarily a
bad thing.

.. . In recent years various occult powers have been imputed to advertising.
These are deeply-held concerns about “subliminal” advertising, or “motivational
research.” The first suggests that advertising can be successful by operating beneath
the ordinary level of comprehension; the second suggests that systematic exploration
of the psyche can produce advertising which successfully manipulates people be-
cause it is directed roward their most susceptible areas of mind and personality.

Alas for the fable! The human mind is remarkable, and eye and memory can be
trained to receive and retain and identify messages or objects flicked on for a split-
second. The aircraft identification techniques of World War II are a good example.
There is no recorded research which testifies in any respect to the successful use of
subliminal advertising in selling. It remains in fact one of those hideous nonsense
notions which haunt our fear-filled society. :

The motivation research story is more complex. Research will reveal that prod-
ucts, setvices, and institutions have a personality. Their users and non-users have
opinions about the products, sometimes from experience, sometimes from conver-
sations with other users (particularly family and friends); there are publications
specializing in analysis of products and their performance, like Consumer Reports;
some magazines and newspapers have analytical columns which test and review new
products.

In short, experience with and opinions about products may be formed from many
influences other than advertising.

It is, however, a marketing axiom that people buy satisfactions, not products. As
Professor Levitt of the Harvard Business School has said, people don’t buy quarter-
inch drills, they buy quarter-inch holes. By extension, they don’t buy soap, they buy
cleanliness; they buy not clothing, but appearance. It is both efficient and ethical
to study the public’s perception of a product, and to try to alter or to reinforce it,
and it may frequently lead to product reformulation or improvement in order to
effect the desired change in attitude, buying, and satisfaction leading to repurchase.

. There remain three areas which are usually items of vehement discussion with
regard to advertising, and its morals and ethics.

The first is advocacy. Advertising always advocates. It pleads its case in the
strongest and most persuasive terms. It is neither objective nor neutral. It makes its
case, as dramatically as possible, with the benefit of words, pictures, and music. It
asks for attention, absorption, conviction, and action.
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| 11 Qisturbs critics, who teel that advertising ought to be objective, informative
mﬁ&.maﬁma_osmnn. They wish advertising not to be persuasive, but wumoamzé.
Their model for advertising is the specification sheet, and they have to some n_nmﬁm
nﬂjﬁﬂw@.ﬂ_ wmeﬁ.ﬁﬁm_ which must interest large numbers of people, with labeling,
M &W :H_nm m:w_an HMWM ; instruction of the individual purchaser, and performs a much

_m. morals and ethics stem from public attitudes, it may be interesting that the

public both perceives and appreciates the advocacy of advertising. It understands
m_nm_.ru that “they are trying to sell me something,” and their attitude is appropriately
intent and skeptical. Typically they are well-informed about the product and its
competitors. It is a useful attitude in a democracy.
. ann.ﬁ.nr tells us that the public is both interested in and derisive about advertis-
ing. It is interested in the products which are being sold. It finds elements of the
selling process entertaining. The public is, however, quickly bored and inattentive
when the products or the way they are sold are unattractive to them.

The second problem area is accuracy, used here instead of “truth” because its
elements are somewhat easier to define. Most advertising people believe advertising
,.wr.m:E be accurate; that is, they believe the product should not be sold as something
it is not, nor should promises be made for its performance which it cannot fulfill.

In general, advertising’s accuracy is good. The dress one sees advertised in the
newspaper is available in the sizes and colors listed, and at the price advertised. The
headache remedy will alleviate headache pain. It could hardly have been on the
market .mo_. five decades if it did not. The orange juice looks and tastes like fresh
orange juice. The instant coffee cannot be distinguished in blindfold tests from
ground coffee which has been percolated. The anti-perspirant reduces perspiration.
; Beyond accuracy, the question is often one of perception. It is true that the dress
in the advertisement is available in the sizes, colors and price advertised — but will
the dress make the purchaser look like the slim young woman in the ad? Answer
only if n?w purchaser looks like her already. There is no magic in advertising mbn__
no magic in most products. The satisfaction with that dress cannot be :SB_, and
most research suggests that in the public mind no such literal translation QLG. It
is not expected that the purchase of the dress will make the purchaser look like the
person in the ad.

>:m. while frozen orange juice may look and taste like fresh orange juice, it will
not have the pulpy texture of freshly-squeezed juice, and therefore to Bma. people
will never be its equivalent. Therefore the purchaser must decide whether the
Hﬁnncmn means enough to him to squeeze the oranges. But the accuracy is not the

Question, it is the extended perception of what the words mean, so that accurac
becomes equivalency. ; <

The third area is acquisitiveness. It is felt by many critics that advertising is a
mﬁ._..&o_ of the preoccupation of our society with material things, and that preoccu-
pation preempts the most important spiritual values. It is felt by critics that the
steady drum-fire of advertising and advertising claims, the constant parade of prod-
ucts and services, serve to bewitch and beguile the viewer and reader, who gradually
is non,:t.nnm into being either a hedonist or a consumptionist.

.OTrs criticism, two things should be said. The first is that the more material a
society has, the greater its support for matters and institutions of the mind and
spirit. It is the affluent societies of history to which one must look for the art
architecture, music, universities, hospitals, and cathedrals. :

The second is that man is acquisitive. Plato again, as the Athenian, speaks:

“Why, Clinias my friend, 'tis but a small section of mankind, a few of exceptional —Q.. _

natural parts disciplined by consummate training, who have the resolution to prove
true to moderation when they find themselves in the full current of demands and
desires; there are not many of us who remain sober when they have the opportunity
to grow wealthy, or prefer measure to abundance. The great multitude of men are of
a clean contrary temper: what they desire they desire out of all measure; when they
have the option of making a reasonable profit, they prefer to make an exorbitant
OnL. + v

It is difficult to imagine that without advertising one would have an elevated
society, one in which acquisitiveness had gradually disappeared. What one knows
about such diverse tribes as the Cheyennes and the Kwakiutl of the Northwest is
that both took individual wealth seriously, whether in stolen horses or in gifts to be
given ostentatiously in a Potlatch. Acquisitiveness is innate, as Plato suggested;
what advertising does is to channel it.

Daniel Bell, in “The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism,” argues that adver-
tising is a sociological innovation, pervasive, the mark of material goods, the ex-
emplar of new styles of life, the herald of new values. It emphasizes glamour, and
appearance. While Bell concedes that a society in the process of quick change
requires a mediating influence, and that advertising performs that role, he also sees
that “selling became the most striking activity of contemporary America. Against
frugality, selling emphasized prodigality; against asceticism, the lavish display.” It is
his judgment that “the seduction of the consumer had become total,” and he believes
that with the abandonment of Puritanism and the Protestant Ethic, capitalism has
no moral or transcendental ethic, and he points to the conflict between the worka-
day habits which require hard work, career orientation, and delayed gratification,
and the private life in which (in products and in advertisements) the corporation
promotes pleasure, instant joy, relaxing, and letting go. “Straight by day,” and a
“swinger by night,” in Bell’s capsule summary.

But Bell also sees “in Aristotle’s terms, wants replace needs —and wants, by their
nature, are unlimited and insatiable.”

Probably no more haunting problem exists for society than motivating people.
The system of motivation and rewards within a society is critical to the kind of
society it will ultimately be, and to the welfare and happiness of the people in it.
The drive for material goods which characterizes most Western societies may be less
admirable than a different kind of reward and motivation set of goals. The fact is
that the system works, and that it does both motivate and reward people. If it
appears to critics that the motivations are inferior, and that the rewards are vulgar,
it must be remembered that at least the people have their own choice of what those
rewards will be, and observation tells us that they spend their money quite differ-
ently. It is essentially a democratic system, and the freedom of individual choice
makes it valuable to the people who do the choosing. One man’s color television set
is another man’s hi-fidelity system; one mans summer cottage is another man's boat;
and one man’s succession of glittering automobiles is another man’s expensive edu-
cation of his children. In each case, the choice of the distribution of rewards is

individual.




