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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

Advertising clearly plays a major role in modern society. It provides product 

information for consumers, creates employment opportunities and is a most 

convenient and cost-effective way of marketing a product. However, the ultimate 

aim of advertising is to promote a product and hence, make more profits. In order 

to achieve the aim, advertising tries to be infromative; but more often persuasive 

and occassional deceptive. Though there is a problem in drawing the distinction 

between rational/irrational persuasive; deceptive/non-deceptive advertising. 

Audiences are easily misled in purchasing more products. Instead of supplying the 

needs it creates more unnecssary, if not detrimental desires. Adam Smith's theory 

of invisible hand is often quoted as the theoretical basis for self-regulation of 

advertising, but in reality, the essential qualities in Smith's system can never be 

found in modern society. 

Apart from its economic impact, advertising also serves as a major socio-

cultural determinant, it helps to create societal attitude by portraying the "correct" 

products, fueling the fantasy, and even, via its implicit content, suggesting values. 

With the permeating influences of advertising, individual autonomy of the 

audiences is often "suppressed" and "directed" in a subtle way. Moreover, it 

encourages consumerism in the society. Consumption becomes the mean through 

which we seek identity and self-actualize and take it as the "main" path of 

pleasure and achievement. The direct consequence is that private goods are 

reinforced but public services and goods are neglected. The more long-term effect 

of advertisingis that it encourages consumption, suggestes values, and shapesteh 

behaviour of the future generations. The aggregate and cumulative effects of 

advertising is great and long-lasting. 
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CHAPTER 1. THE ENVIRONMENT AND BACKGROUND OF 
ADVERTISING 

1.1. Overview 
Few influences in our daily lives are as pervasive as advertising. 

Whatever we do, wherever we go, we are almost certain to encounter 

advertising. As we drive our cars, we hear radio commercials and see 

billboards. When we pick up，a newspaper or a magazine at home or in a 

dentist's office, we are exposed not only to stories and features, but also 

advertisements. Commercials reach us when we watch our favorite 

television programs. The mail brings in brochures and catalogues as well as 

bills and letters. 

Because advertising is such a "normal" part of everyday life, we are 

tempted to assume we understand it-- how it works, how it affects us, how 

it is created. Most of us have definite ideas about advertising because it 

calls attention to itself. Everyone can quickly voice some opinions about 

advertising. These opinions are typically based on feelings about a particular 

advertisement, slogan or product rather than on an understanding of 

advertising's larger, institutional role.i In practice, advertising consists of 

much more than the advertisements or commercials that are visible to 

CO � sumers. 

This paper begins with an overview of what advertising is and its 

general aspects. The paper then focuses on analyzing the common defenses 

of advertising (Section 11} and concludes with advertising's contribution to 

society (Section III). 

‘For more details, refer to Sandage, C.H. & John D. Leckenby, "Students Attitudes toward 
Advertising : Institution vs. Instrument," Journal of Advertising 9 (Summer 1980) 
p. 29-32, 44. 
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1.2, Viewpoints on Advertising 
The growth of advertising as an economic and social force is one of 

the most remarkable developments in the modern world. Different 

perspectives on the institutional role of advertising have been offered by a 

number of scholars^� 

James Carey, a communication scholar, views advertising as a 
provider of market information, and its potential effects, influences by 
self-interested sources, whose purpose is to sell their goods and 
services. 

Vincent Morris, a mass media economist, views national (producer) 
advertising as a mean of avoiding price competition by seizing control 
of market power from distributors by utilizing advertising directed at 
consumers to stimulate demand. 

Charles Sandage, an advertising scholar, views advertising as 
contributing through information and persuasion to the maintenance 
of abundance by helping people make informed decisions. 

David Potter, a historian, views advertising as training people to act 
as consumers in an abundant economylsupply exceeds demand), but 
as an institution that lacks social responsibility to counter its effect on 
the media, and in turn, control of public values. 

Michael Schudson, a sociologist, views advertising as an expression 
of capitalism-- it is a part of our establishment and a reflection of 
social values and beliefs- that overwhelms competing values with its 
ubiquity and the comfort of its agreed-upon themes. 

The first three scholars concentrate on the economic aspects of 

advertising : the necessity of bringing buyers and sellers together. The last 

two focus on the social and cultural influences of advertising. Together they 

help us understand the dual nature of advertising. As an important 

instrument of marketing, advertising contributes much to the final sale. It 

2 All are quoted from Rotzoll, K.B. & James E. Haefner, Advertising in Contemporary 
〒二Perspectives toward Understanding (Cincinnati, Ohio: South-Western 
1986), p. 64-65. ‘ 
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also, however, affects and is affected by the economic and social order of 

the marketplace. 

1.3. The Marketing-Advertising Connection 
To arrive at an understanding of what advertising is, it must be placed 

within the broader context of marketing. An advertising plan can be an 

integral part of the overall marketing plan. As such, it must work in harmony 

with the other elements of the marketing plan. 

1.3.1. A Historical Review on Changing Concept of Marketing� 
Until the last century, marketing was equated with distribution. 

Business was conceived as producing goods and services which were 

needed by consumers. Hence, business success would flow from efficient 

production, with competitive advantage being secured by low-cost 

manufacturing. Little attention was paid to developing brands. This 

perception of the role of marketing has been termed "production 

orientation". It emphasize passive contribution by marketing. Decisions 

about products, prices and distribution were shaped mainly by production 

considerations. Decisions about promotion were mere afterthoughts. 

Marketing methods (that is, ways of distribution) were often dictated by 

production expertise. Some firms went to market with inappropriate 

products, because they chose products they could make well, not 

necessarily products that consumers wanted. 

3 For histoyLf 丨 analysis of marketing, refer to Hiam & Schewe, The Portable 
York: John Wilry & Sons Inc., 1992), ch.1 ； Oliver, 二。n 

丨ng Today (London: Prentice-Hall, 1980), ch. 1 ； Schultz D. E：, StrateTc 
Advertising Campaigns (Grain: NTC Publishing Group, 1990), p. 2-3. 
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The economic difficulties between the 1920s and 1930s expanded 

companies' marketing activities to include selling. They recognized that 

factory output needed to be sold. If there were insufficient effective 

demand, then it should be created by hard selling. Production considerations 

still dominated decisions on the product range, but there were developments 

in the role of the sales force. Advertising, sales promotion and brand 

awareness increased. Product differentiation became significant. Marketing 

became equated with selling. 

The modern marketing concept emerged in the 1950s. This 

conception of marketing's role has been termed "consumer orientation". It 

focuses on the importance of the consumer. According to modern marketing 

concept, the best way to make a profit, and to stay in business in the long 

term, is to define properly what consumers require, and then deliver it. 

Companies using this approach produce what consumers want, rather than 

persuade them to buy what companies produce. Successful manufacturers 

have to identify consumer requirements. The acceptance of this concept 

caused an enormous growth in market research. 

The modern view that the consumer is the focal point of the firm is 

the fundamental principle of the marketing concept. The principle is 

captured in the slogan, "The Consumer is King." There are advertising 

slogans that directly express such a point of view^: 

"We do it all for you" -- McDonald's. 
"You're the boss" -- United Airlines. 

In short, contemporary marketing is planned and implemented to 

facilitate exchange between the buyer and the seller on the basis of 

identified consumer wants and needs. 

4 All these examples are from Hiam & Schewe, 1992, p. 14. 
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1.3.2. What is Marketing ？ 
There are literally scores of definitions of modern marketing. 

According to the official definition of the American Marketing Association: 

Marketing is the process of planning and executing the conception, 
pricing, promotion, and distribution of ideas, goods, and services to 
create exchanges that satisfy individual and organizational objectives.^ 

Kotler, a marketing scholar, has proposed the following definition: 

Marketing is a social and managerial process by which individuals and 
groups obtain what they need and want through creating and 
exchanging products and value with others.^ 

In practice, the concept of marketing includes : the identification of 

actual or potential customer demands; the development and marketing of 

products, services, or ideas to satisfy identified customer demands; the 

communication of the want-satisfying qualities of products or services to 

targeted customers; the marketing of products or services to reflect their 

costs, and the customer's ability to buy; and the provision of services to 

ensure customer satisfaction after the exchange?. 

Although marketing systems vary widely according to the type of 

organizations, all include four basic elements : a product or service to be 

offered to consumers ； a price at which the product or service is offered ； a 

place or distribution system through which the product or service is made 

available to consumers; and some form of promotion or communication so 

that consumers are made aware of the product or the service. These are 

often called the "four Ps" of marketing. The mix of these four basic 

5 American Marketing Association, “ AM A Board Approves new Marketing Definition," 
Marketing News March 1, 1985), p.1 & r � r i m e d in Schultz D.E., 1990, p. l ' 

6 Kotler, Philip, Marketing Management (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1988), p. 3. 
7 Guiltinan J.P., & Gordon W. Paul, Marketing Management (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1982), 

p. 3-4. ‘ 
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elements-- product, price, place, and promotion-- is what marketers adapt 

and refine to meet the needs of the organization and the consumer, these 

two make up the market. 

A marketing program will be developed based on the marketing mix 

for the product or service. The marketing plan will include a statement of 

marketing objectives and the spelling out of the particular strategies and 

tactics to reach those objectives. The marketing objectives should identify 

the segments to be served and how they will be served. The needs and 

wants of consumers which the firm will concentrate on are identified and 

analyzed in preparing the marketing plan. 

1.3.3. What is Promotion ？ 
Among the four Ps, promotion is the most visible to consumers. 

Promotion is the broad term used to describe the entire field of sales 

communication-- advertising, personnel selling, sales promotion, and public 

relations. Such promotions result in consumer awareness of a product's 

existence, as well as knowledge about its unique and desirable features. The 

key is the communication of a sales message. Advertising, for example, 

delivers the message through various media forms, and the salesperson 

through personal contact. 

Marketing management should mix the various promotional elements 

in different proportions depending on the marketing goals to be achieved. In 

most cases, this is the most important decision a marketer makes. 

1.3.4. Advertising in the Promotion Mix 
The promotion mix is the decision point where advertising enters the 

process of market planning. Each form of promotion has its advantages and 
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weaknesses. Advertising reaches mass audiences and can create awareness 

very quickly. It gives the marketers control over message content and 

delivery, and it can be directed to specific audiences as well as mass 

audiences. However, advertising has two major weaknesses. First, 

advertising results are difficult to measure. Second, it is an impersonal form 

of communication that is audience-controlled. To a certain extent, the 

audience decides which advertisements they do not want to read, see or 

listen to. 

In some situations, advertising will have a dominant role in the 

marketer's promotion mix. In other situations, it will have a less dominant 

role and may be subordinate to other promotion methods. One of the factors 

in determining the emphasis that the marketer gives to advertising is how 

advertising and other promotion elements can be employed over different 

stages of the life cycle of a product. 

1.4. Advertising Planning 
If advertising is employed, regardless of whether in a dominant or a 

subordinate role, there are three decisions-- objectives and budgeting, copy 

strategy and media selection-- that must be made. The first decision 

establishes how marketers want targeted consumers to respond to 

advertising messages and how money is going to be budgeted to 

accomplish the advertising objectives. The second decision involves the 

determination of advertising content and the manner in which it is going to 

be presented to targeted consumers. The third decision focuses on the most 

effective media to deliver the message. The end result of the three decisions 

is an advertising campaign, that is, a scheduled and integrated advertising 
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effort consisting of a series of advertisements and commercials with a 

unified message. 

The broad purpose of advertising management is to develop, 

implement, and control an advertising plan. An advertising plan will reflect 

decisions and commitments concerning objectives and budgeting, copy 

strategies and tactics, media selection and scheduling. Decisions are made 

concerning the choice of the most efficient and effective alternatives. For 

example, alternatives with respect to objectives and the budget must be 

carefully evaluated and specified. 

1.5. The Communication/Persuasion Process 
The most important factor to be considered in planning advertising is 

the communication/persuasion process. In this process, consumers are first 

exposed to the advertisement. Exposure can result in information about the 

product or brand awareness with the consumer. Advertisements can also 

generate feelings in an audience. Thus, both information and feelings are 

possible results of exposure to the advertisement. Each may in turn affect a 

person's attitude toward the brand or object of the advertising. Finally, the 

attitude influenced by advertising may affect his or her behavior. Criticism of 

advertising has focused on its effects on consumer behavior. 

1.6. Summary 
Advertising is an instrument of marketing and a form of mass 

communication. An understanding of how advertising works, therefore, can 
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only be obtained by understanding the interrelationship of marketing and 

communications. 

In most modern organizations, marketing is guided by the marketing 

concept. Decisions are made on the basis of consumer wants and needs. A 

marketing plan consists of four elements-- product, distribution, price and 

promotion. Advertising is one element of the promotion mix in a marketing 

plan. In any marketing situation, advertising functions as a special form of 

mass communication. The most important function of advertising is to move 

consumers from a state of indecision to some type of purchase behavior. 
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SECTION II. COMMON DEFENSES OF ADVERTISING 
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CHAPTER 2. CAN ADVERTISING BE SELF-REGULATED BY 
THE "INVISIBLE HAND" ？ 

It is a general and common belief that the advertising world, as well 

as the other parts of the business world can be self-regulated by Smith's 

invisible hand. Even if the only objective of business, or advertising, is to 

increase profit or market share, the chosen strategy would be of the highest 

efficiency and profitability. According to a general interpretation, other than 

economic considerations, the morality of the society can also be ensured by 

the invisible hand. Therefore, it seems that there is nothing left to do except 

to serve our own interest. 

However, this is only an interesting misunderstanding of Smith's 

invisible hand. According to Smith himself, the invisible hand should be 

interpreted in Smith's metaphysical world. Various assumptions about the 

world have to be made before we can come to the conclusion that our 

society can be regulated by the invisible hand. Unfortunately, it seems that 

most of the assumptions of Smith's are not true of today's society. Hence, 

both the moral and economic issues cannot be self-regulated by the invisible 

hand. 
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2.1. A General Interpretation of Smith's Invisible Hand 
According to a general understanding of Adam Smith's invisible hand, 

we should only take care of our own interest, then the other members of 

our society will be benefited. 

For example, Stoner & Dolan's Introduction to Business says: 

Adam Smith, born in 1723, is known as the founder of modern 
economics Smith saw that the market system and the division 
of labor greatly benefited society, but he also saw that these social 
benefits were actually by-products of individuals, self-seeking 
actions He thought government restraints on competition did 
more harm than good. He objected to government actions that 
shielded monopolies from open competition, and to restraints on 
international trade. Many of the controversies of Smith's time 
continue to the present day, and his proposed solutions are often 
recommended.8 

A similar view is held by Reinecke & Schoe丨丨's Introduction to 

Business. A Contemporary View. It says: 

In his book, Smith attacked mercantilism and argued in favor of free 
enterprise and capitalism. According to Smith, each person should 
improve his or her own economic well-being. Then the economic weN-
being of the entire nation would improve. Government should 
interfere only when it needs to protect society Smith believed in 
a free market regulated by the forces of supply and demand. That 
would contribute far more than society's well-being than government 
control. He said that government should keep its hands off the 
economy……Smith felt that people might be better off if left on their 
own. He favored private economic decisions on the part of consumers 
and business firms.9 

Both views, however, reflect only a partial understanding of Smith's 

philosophical system. These interpretations seem to be found in Smith's The 

Theory of Moral Sentiments, where he states : 

8 Stoner, James A. F. & Dolan, E. G., Introduction to Business (Glenview III . Scott 
Foresman & Co., 1985), p. 10. 

^ Reinecke & Schoell, Introduction to Business. A Contemporary View (Boston . Allvn & 
Bacon, Inc., 1986), p. 44. ' , 
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The rich only select from the heap what is most precious and 
agreeable. They consume little more than the poor, and in spite of 
their selfishness and rapacity, though they mean only their own 
convenience, though the sole end which they propose from the labors 
of all the thousands whom they employ, be the gratification of their 
own vain and insatiable desires, they divide with the poor the produce 
of all their improvements. They are led by an invisible hand to make 
nearly the same distribution of the necessaries of life, which would 
have been made, had the earth been divided into equal portions 
among all its inhabitants, and thus without intending it, without 
knowing it, advance the interest of the society, and afford means to 
the multiplication of the species.lo 

A similar idea recurs in his The Wealth of Nations, he states: 

Every individual necessarily labors to render the annual revenue of the 
society as great as he can. He generally, indeed, neither intends to 
promote the public interest, nor he knows how much he is promoting 
it he intends only his own gain, and he is led by an invisible 
hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention.^^ 

In both places Smith seems to say that the interest of society can be 

promoted unintentionally. The Theory of Moral Sentiments passage refers to 

the distribution of means to happiness and the Wealth of Nations passage to 

maximization of public wealth. A general understanding of Smith's view is 

that we should act only according to our self-interest. Caring for others 

should be avoided because that would damage the efficient and natural 

arrangements generated by the invisible hand. To go further along this 

direction, it follows that everyone should act selfishly and egoisticaily. 

As it will be showed in the following sections, Smith's invisible hand 

refers to the covert intervention of the Deity into the affairs of mankind. The 

term "invisible hand", not only describes the manner in which a free market 

economy is kept on the appropriate route despite the absence of any 

10 Smith, Adam, The Theory of Mora! Sentiments (Indianapolis : Liberty Classics 1969) 
IV.1.10. ‘ 

n Smith, Adam, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations 
(Indianpolis : Liberty Classics, 1976), IV.ii.9. 
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guidance; but also, it refers to a complete metaphysical or philosophical 

system for humanity, as well as the laws of nature. 

Smith is the author of only two books, The Theory of Mora! 

Sentiments and The Wealth of Nations. Smith valued the first as much as 

the latter. At the very least he continued to revise it through six editions, 

the first edition was published in 1759 and the latest in 1790, shortly before 

his death. Yet, compared with the immense fame of the latter, the earlier 

has been shrouded in neglect. In short, The Theory of Moral Sentiment 

gives a reasoned explanation of the manner in which we form moral 

judgments and the way in which we arrive at canons of virtue and criteria of 

vice. 

2.2. A More Complete Picture of Smith's Theories 
In this and the following sections, I will discuss Smith's invisible hand 

from a broader level. Although many economists and businessmen refer to 

Smith's theory of the invisible hand using the concepts stated in the last 

section, the idea only captures part of Smith's theories. Smith is the author 

of two books and the term "invisible hand" appears only once in one of his 

books. We can easily misinterpret Smith's ideas if we just focus on his 

invisible hand. I believe it is necessary to comprehend thoroughly both The 

Wealth of Nations and The Theory of Mora! Sentiment before we can grasp 

the meaning of "self-regulated by the invisible hand". Therefore, I will begin 

my discussions by looking at Smith's philosophical and metaphysical 

system. 

Smith starts with the sympathy principle. How can we explain 

morality ？ Smith gives an explanation in the opening sentence of his first 
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book. "How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some 

principles in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and 

render their happiness necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it, 

except the pleasure of seeing it."i2 This is the sympathy principle on which 

Smith would build his theory of morality. 

According to Smith, sympathy is our original and natural passion. 

There are numerous situations where we do not spontaneously identify with 

the emotions of others. "The furious behavior of an angry man is more likely 

to exasperate us against himself than against his enemies."i^jhe nature of 

our moral reaction awaits our discovery of the causes of the other's anger. 

Therefore, our sympathy depends on our ability to approve of other's 

behavior because we think that is appropriate to the situation. Until we 

know the context of other's behavior, we cannot tell whether our own 

emotional response will be positive sympathy or negative revulsion. 

As our ability to extend sympathy depends greatly on our ability to go 

along with the feelings of the actor, the latter will do everything possible to 

make his actions congenial to ourselves. On the other hand, we also act in 

such a way that we are being judged (and approved) by others. Therefore, 

we put ourselves in the position of a vicarious spectator, and tune our 

behavior to the appropriate pitch, in which we learn from past experience. 

The extension of the sympathy principle leads to an explanation of 

moral sentiments. According to Smith's metaphysical system, even if the 

traditional moral standards are broken down, we are often bound by the 

inescapable bond of sympathy. As sympathy will stabilize our social 

conducts and normalize our standards, a socially approved mode of behavior 

12 Smith, TMS, l.i.1.1. 
13 Ibid., I.i.1.7. 
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can be ensured. Gradually, standards, according to the sympathy principle, 

become idealized modes which the "impartial" spectator will not reject. 

Virtue, Smith's word for the embodiment of morality, is mediated by 

the empathetic properties of human nature. Actually, his ethical doctrines 

are a combination of Stoic and Christian virtues. In Part VI, he deals with 

the three virtues of prudence, benevolence, and self-command. The third 

virtue is distinctively Stoic. In the first two, he also introduces Stoic ideas, 

follows Stoic language and interprets the virtues from a Stoic viewpoint. 

2.2.1. Prudence 
A virtuous man wishes that his rank and credit depend entirely on his 

character and conduct, or upon the confidence, esteem and goodwill of 

others. A prudent person takes care of his health, of his fortune, of his rank 

and reputation so as to have a comfortable and happy life. He is a man 

with simple and modest temper. Except in a case of self-defense, he 

celebrates the talents and virtues of others instead of competing with them. 

He is also capable of friendship and his friendship is a sedate, but steady 

and faithful attachment to a few well-tried and well-chosen companions. 

The choice is guided by the esteem of modesty, discretion and good 

conduct. Thought capable of friendship, he rarely figures in those gay and 

merry gatherings.i4 

2.2.2. Benevolence 
The wise and virtuous man is willing to sacrifice his own private 

interest to the public interest of the society. He should be equally willing to 

i4For more details, refer to Smith, TMS, VI.i.9. 



18 

sacrifice all the inferior interests to the greater interest of the universe, to 

the interest of that great society of all sensible and intelligent beings." 

Man, therefore, should take care of his own happiness, as well as his 

own misfortunes, of that of his family, his friends, his society or his 

country. 

2.2.3. Self-Command 
Smith supplements the Christian concept of agape love with Stoic 

self-command.In Part III, Smith emphasizes self-command for his 

treatment of the sense of duty and he restates the dual character of his 

ideal. In Part VI, Smith goes further stating that self-command is a 

necessary condition for the exercise of other virtues. The practice of any 

other virtue presupposes that there has been temptation and that the 

temptation has been overcome; that is, it presupposes self-command. The 

virtue of self-command seems to permeate the whole of virtue and this is an 

indication of the way that Stoicism permeated over the whole range of 

Smith's theories. 

2.3. Stoicismi7 
As Smith absorbs much of Stoicism, an understanding of Stoic ethics 

can provide us with the background for Smith's theories. In this section, I 

will give a brief discussion of Stoicism. 

15 Ibid., Vl.ii.3.5. 
Ibid., I.i.5.5. 

口 For more details, refer to Copleston, Frederick, A History of Philosophy { London : Bums 
& Oates Ltd., 1946), p. 394-400 & Russell, Bertrand, History of Western Philosophy 
(London : George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1947), p. 275-293. 
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The main concern of Stoicism is "happiness", which is the only end. 

"They (the Stoics) say that being happy is the end, for the sake of which 

everything is done, but which is not itself done for the sake of a n y t h i n g . " i s 

However, they believe that happiness can only be obtained from a virtuous 

or good life. Happiness, "consists in living in accordance with virtue, in 

living in agreement, or, what is the same, in living according with nature."19 

To the Stoics, nature or physics consists of two parts : body or 

matter and reason or order. According to the Stoics' logos, the latter is 

active and body or matter is passive. In short, everything should be in 

accordance with logos, in accordance with its proper nature and in 

accordance with fate. "Therefore it will be accordance with fate that some 

animals are merely be active, while others will perform rational actions."20 

Man is also included and therefore, man should also live in accordance with 

logos, in accordance with his nature, in accordance with fate, this is the 

only way to happiness. 

The true nature of man is reason and only with reason one precedes 

the animals and follows the gods. "Therefore perfect reason is man's 

peculiar good “ Only a man with perfect reason is praiseworthy. Happy 

men are those who have perfect reason and hence, have attained the end of 

nature. "This perfect reason is called virtue."21 In other words, virtue is in 

accordance with logos or in accordance with nature. There are four kinds of 

virtues : wisdom, temperance, fortitude and justice. According to the Stoics, 

all other qualities (except the above four kinds of virtues) such as health, 

Copleston, A History of Philosophy, p. 395. 
Ibid., p. 395. 

20 Ibid., P .396. 
21 Ibid., p.397. 
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wealth, friendship, power or status are either evil or indifferent. They are 

either of negative or of no value. 

The virtues are intrinsic as well as instrumental because they are both 

the means of attaining happiness and the excellence of which it consists. A 

man who desires happiness, must desire virtue for its own sake. The 

intrinsic desirability of the moral life is identical to self-fulfillment. There is a 

continuity between the primary impulses to self-preservation, to a physical 

well-being, and the self-satisfaction of the moral life. The self is then 

extended to the harmony of one's own nature and that of the whole. The 

Stoic doctrine takes a view of nature as a cosmic harmony. A happy man is 

one who lives according to virtues involving little or no self-satisfaction in 

terms of conventional goods, which are indifferent for happiness. 

2.4. A Closer Look at Smith's Invisible Hand 
As stated previously, Smith's invisible hand, though frequently quoted 

or stressed by various economists or businessman, appears only once in 

Smith's The Theory of Mora! Sentiments and The Wealth of Nations. On 

both occasions the context is the Stoic idea of a harmonious system, 

referring to the natural working of a society, or further to the physical 

universe. 

In The Wealth of Nations, the Stoic concept of natural harmony 

appears in "the obvious and simple system of natural l i b e r t y . " " The 

universalistic ethics of Stoicism became enshrined in the "law" of nature. 

The Stoic's social harmony does not mean that everyone behaves 

virtuously. "And some will do wrong, while others will perform right actions. 

22 Smith, WN, IV.ix.51. 
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For these are natural to them."23 Stoic ethics says that it is wrong to injure 

others for one's own advantage, but Stoic metaphysics says that good can 

come out of evil. 

It is followed by Smith's famous statement that the selfish rich "are 

led by an invisible hand to help the poor and to serve the interest of the 

society as a whole . "24 in the real world (whether in Smith's time or the 

present), landlords, factory owners or any other rich men will provide the 

necessaries of life for their inferiors. Of course, they are doing so only for 

their own advantage. If the poor are not provided with minimal, but yet 

sustainable food or shelter, then they would starve to death. If all the poor 

died, then there would be no one left to serve the rich. Only in this sense, 

can we consider the rich to unintentionally advance the multiplication of the 

species. 

The idea that any system can be self-regulated by an invisible hand is 

a misinterpretation of Smith's system. In order to be regulated by an 

invisible hand, the system should be considered within Smith's or the 

Stoics' harmonious nature. 

The hard fact is that neither our society nor the society at Smith's 

time is like this. Most modern people live in accordance with their very own 

interest instead of with logos. They are rarely willing to sacrifice their 

private interest to the public interest of the society. Modern man tends to 

lead a life that gives way to desires for his own comfort or pleasures. 

Modern people are inclined to be self-indulgent. This is completely different 

from the people Smith envisioned. Smith says, "The man of the most 

23 Copleston, A History of Philosophy, p. 396-7. 
24 Smith, WN, IV.1.10. 
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perfect virtue is he who joins, to the most perfect command of his own 

original and sympathetic feelings of o thers . 

Besides, Smith sees perfect, unrestrained liberty as the necessary 

condition for competition, but perfect competition occurs only when both 

parties in an exchange are on more or less equal grounds. He points out that 

the market is most efficient, most fair and hence, just and moral when there 

is competition between compatible parties. In short, Smith's invisible hand 

works because, and only when, people operate with restrained self-interest. 

Smith's self-interest should be restrained by reason : wisdom, temperance, 

fortitude and justice. To operate otherwise, that is, with unrestrained self-

interest, especially when that self-interest causes harm to others, would 

"violate the laws of justice"26or be a "violation of fair play."27 

The applicability of the invisible hand depends on whether the parties 

in exchange can exploit or control each other, that is, the concept of "fair 

play". The invisible hand, which "masters" the free market mechanism, is 

not like an autonomous or universal gravitational force. It depends on the 

goodwill, decency, self-restraint, and fair play of those parties engaging in 

the market activities. 

2.5. Can Advertising be Justified by Smith's Invisible Hand or Free 
Market Mechanism ？ 
The above section shows that business, as well as advertising cannot 

be justified by referring to Smith's invisible hand. It is obvious that 

advertisers do not usually act in accordance with nature and in accordance 

Ibid., III.3.35. 
Ibid., IV.ix.51. 
Smith, TMS, ll.ii.2.1. 
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with virtue. The essential qualities-- prudence, benevolence and self-

command- in Smith's theories are rarely found in modern advertising. From 

the previous sections, we get a more complete understanding of the 

harmonious system of Smith and his invisible hand. We can easily point out 

the wide gap between Smith's system and actual advertising practices. 

Smith's invisible hand cannot be applied to every situation nor can it be 

applied without referring to specific assumptions. 

On the other hand, some defenders of advertising argue that even if 

advertising cannot fulfill the assumptions of Smith's harmonious system, 

advertising is part of free competition in a competitive market. Economists 

can prove, given enough assumptions, that free market buying and selling 

leads to optimal results, that is , no one can be better off without making 

someone else worse off. The free market mechanism eventually works to 

benefit all. 

The ideal free market is the one proposed by Smith. It can hardly be 

found in reality. Economists identify some kinds of market practices that 

approximate free competition. Some defenders of advertising defend 

advertising not by referring to Smith's invisible hand, but by arguing that 

advertising is the "free market" in practice. 

There are several weaknesses in this simple free market defense of 

advertising. First of all, advertising does not fulfill the assumptions of a free 

market mechanism. One of the assumptions is that everyone has full and 

complete information when they buy and sell. It is quite obvious that 

advertising activities are rarely fair play between the advertisers and the 

potential customers. We do not have much evidence to assume the good 

will, decency or self-restraint of the diligent advertisers because they are 

paid to figure out the needs or fears of a pre-selected target group. They are 
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also professional designers of appropriate advertising and promotion 

schemes. Although the advertisers or manufactures know a lot about their 

products, they will only release part of the information to potential 

customers. Only the strengths but none of the weaknesses of the product 

will be advertised or promoted. 

Advertisers do not intend to convey product information through 

advertising, hence most advertising conveys very little information. In fact, 

only magazines like Consumer Reports, which publish objective and 

comparative studies of various products, provide information of genuine use 

to the consumers. "In the real world, even the driest classified 

advertisements tend to withhold much information. 

Furthermore, even an advertisement does provide some information, 

we cannot assess the influence of advertising by simply assessing every 

advertisement. Advertising programs rarely come out as single 

advertisements, except those from the newspaper classified which are not 

professional advertising. Most advertisements consist of custom designed 

content for a particular target audience��disseminated through different 

media channels, or in combination with location and tinning. Some 

advertisements in an advertising program may provide useful information to 

consumers; however, the rest may be persuasive, misleading, or even 

28 Santilli, P.C., "The Informative and Persuasive Functions of Advertising : A Moral 
Appraisal, “ Journal of Business Ethics 2 (1983), p. 31. 

29 Here, I refer to commercial advertising, which covers prestige or goodwill advertising. 
Such advertising not only sells a commodity or a service, but also a name or an 
image. This type of advertising aims at creating long-term goodwill with the general 
public rather than an immediate increase in sales. Another type of commercial 
advertising is known as industrial or trade advertising, that is, when a firm 
advertises its products or services to other firms. This type of adverting differs from 
both consumer advertising and prestige advertising, in that it can be regarded as 
communication between equals. 
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deceptive. In order to assess the effects of advertising, we should look at 

the whole advertising program. 

Advertising can be defined as a public notice "designed to spread 

information with a view to promoting the sales of marketable goods and 

s e r v i c e s . I n consumer advertising, the advertiser is usually a firm 

appealing to individual private consumers. With the help of statistical 

research, advertisers can understand target customers from effective ways 

to arouse their awareness to ways to satisfy their desires. Consumers, 

however, know very little about the product, usually only those attractive 

terms presented in advertising. The two participants in the communication 

situation thus belong to two different levels : "amateur buyers facing a 

professional seller. 

The goal of advertisers is to sell products and to make money, not 

educate consumers or maximize our well-being. Rational demonstrations of 

how a product will enhance our well-being are not the common way 

advertisers successfully persuade us to buy products. There is little reason 

to think that advertising tends to maximize the well-being of consumers. 

This is a brief discussion on the information content of advertising. 

More details will be explored in the next chapter. It is clear, however, that 

advertising cannot be justified by only referring to Smith's invisible hand or 

to the free market mechanism. In order to justify advertising, we have to 

investigate other aspects of advertising 

Harris & Seldon, Advertising and the Public (London : Andre Deutsch, 1962), p. 40. 
This is a famous statement, from Wright, The Day the Pigs Refused to be Driven to the 

Market (London : Random House, 1974), p. 9. 
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CHAPTER 3. CAN ADVERTISING PROVIDE 
INFORMATIONAL UTILITY ？ 

"Advertising—another word for freedom of choice It informs you 

about all the products available and helps you compare them."32 This is 

quoted from an advertisement on advertising, launched by the American 

Association of Advertising Agencies in 1984. 

In this chapter, I will argue that the major function of advertising is to 

arouse awareness and eventually to persuade purchases. Some 

advertisements do provide useful information for consumers but this 

happens only when information favors sales. However, persuasive 

advertisements are not necessarily deceptive. Other than advertising, many 

other daily persuasive behaviors are obviously undeceptive. My conclusion 

is that it may be difficult to distinguish between advertising programs that 

are deceptive and hence, immoral, and those which are not. 

3.1. Advertising Provides Important Information for Consumers 
Advertising that distributes information to consumers can help them 

make better decisions than they would without such information. Hence, it 

seems that advertising provides a positive service for consumers. Defenders 

of advertising emphasize that only a minority of advertisements are 

untruthful or purposely misleading. 

On the other hand, defenders of advertising point out the difficulty of 

determining what is totally truthful. What constitutes acceptable puffery in 

32 Reprinted in Russell, Thomas & Glenn Verrill, Otto Kleppner's Advertising Procedure 
(New York : Prentice-Hall, 1986), p. 607. 
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the eyes of one customer can be misleading advertising for another. 

Advertisers insist that they do not intend to mislead or confuse consumers 

and that they cannot foresee the impact of the same advertisements on 

various audiences. Furthermore, they stress that because buyers have 

become more sophisticated, misrepresentations have largely been 

eliminated. 

They argue that honest advertising, apart from ethical considerations, 

is the correct path to successful business. In the long run, firms depend on 

recurring sales for their survival. If we later find out that the purchase of a 

product, solely because of its advertising, is a complete mistake, a second 

purchase is unlikely. Any dishonest advertising can, therefore, only increase 

short-term profits. In order to ensure a long-term market share and profit, 

manufacturers and advertisers will launch honest advertising. 

3.2. A More Complete Picture of Advertising's Reality 
It is true that a firm depends on long-term profit for survival, but it 

does not necessarily follow that its survival relies on honest advertising. 

Most advertisements are not deliberate lies. Rather they are ambiguous, 

concealing facts and full of exaggerations or psychological appeals. In the 

modern business world, a successful brand image, a continuing innovation 

or availability of product variety can be of greater importance to success 

than honest advertising. 

3.2.1. Ambiguity 
In all aspects of advertising, much potential danger lies in 

interpretation. For years, consumers have inferred from advertisements that 
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Listerine mouthwash effectively fights bacteria and sore throats. Listerine 

had to apologize for this misleading advertising. When Sara Lee began 

promoting its Light Classic desserts, the natural implication was that Tight" 

meant the product contained fewer calories than other Sara Lee desserts. 

When pressed by investigators to support this claim, Sara Lee contended 

that "light" referred only to the texture of the p r o d u c t s . F o r cases like 

these, manufacturers and advertisers invariably deny that they intended to 

mislead consumers to draw false inferences. But often the ambiguity is such 

that any reasonable person may come to incorrect conclusions. 

Cohesiveness & Coherence 

"The pure amber transparency of 'soap X' shows you why it is 

different from any other soap you can buy. 'X' is pure soap, free from 

additives that could cause harm to delicate is only when we take a 

close look at the logical connection, or the coherence between the two 

paragraphs of the copy that we notice that something is wrong. 

The first sentence indicates that there are reasons for the difference 

between "soap X" and other brands, and the second sentence consists of 

an emphatic statement about a characteristic quality of the product! "X" is 

pure soap). The link between the two which our normal experience with 

language would naturally lead us to supply is this : ” 'Soap X’ is different 

from any soap you can buy because ” In other words, 'soap X' is the 

only soap which is pure and free from an additive which could harm delicate 

skin. However, is "soap X" really better tahn any other soap? For obvious 

reasons the advertisement cannot make this claim explicitly : it would be 

These examples are from Business and Society Review 67 (Fall 1988), p.27. 
This is quoted from a soap advertisement, but I cannot find the exact source. 
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impossible to substantiate, and hence illegal; and secondly, it would also be 

considered as unethical according to professional standards such as the 

International Code of Advertising Practice. 

Presupposition & Expectation 

“Why are more and more people going to Florida ？" presupposes 

"more and more people are going to Florida." The reason for the use of 

headlines which presuppose (the first statement) rather than assert (the 

latter statement) the content of the statements is that it is much easier to 

question or deny an assertion than a presupposition. 

The play of expectation is as common and as well attested by 

professional advertisers. Consider the statement “ 'X' is the light 

moisturizing cream. It is not greasy or sticky," it implies an expectation that 

"other moisturizing creams are greasy or sticky." In fact, whenever a 

negation is used to claim that the product is free of some undesirable 

characteristics, it makes sense because we are familiar with the rules of 

expectation in daily life. 

Weasel Words 

"Weasel" words such as "help", "likely", "can be", "up to" are used 

to evade and retreat from a direct or forthright statement.^^ With the word 

"help", the advertised product seems to "help" the consumers a lot. As 

"help" is used to qualify, almost anything can be said after it. "Help is the 

one single word which, in all annals of advertising , has done the most to 

For more details of weasel words, refer to Stevens, Paul, "Weasel Words : God's Little 
Helpers," in Paul A. Eschhol, Alfred A. Rosa, and Virginia P. Clark (eds.). Language 
Awareness (New York : St. Martin's Press, 1986). 
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say something that couldn't be said/'^^We are exposed to advertisements 

for products that "help us keep young", "help us keep fit". Consider how 

many times a day we hear or read phrases like these : "helps stop", "helps 

fight", "helps prevent", "helps you feel", "helps you look". And of course, 

there are numerous other weasal words, such as "like", "can be", "up to", 

(as in "provides relief up to eight hours"), being used for implications of 

what cannot be said in a direct way. 

Because advertisements are open for interpretation, many advertisers 

would pass the blame of misinterpretation on to consumers. It will be their 

own fault if they draw the wrong conclusion. However, this may not be the 

case. Morally speaking, and also legally speaking, when there is sufficient 

evidence, a foreseen death is similar to murder. It may be difficult to define 

how an advertisement can lead to misinterpretation but it is quite obvious 

that the advertisers and manufacturers can foresee most of the potential 

danger of misinterpretation. Not only is a consumer's money at stake, but 

also his health and expectations. The potential danger of misleading 

advertising can be great. 

3.2.2. Concealed Facts 
When advertisements conceal facts, they suppress information that is 

unflattering. If a certain fact will make a product less desirable, it will be 

concealed. No product can be perfect but rarely does an advertisement 

reveal the weaknesses of an advertised product. It is obvious that 

advertising does not reveal every truth. Some advertising presents the 

weakness as a selling point, say for example, "It is the most luxurious car 

available “ It implies that only a very rich man can afford one. 

Ibid., p. 156. 
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Some advertising of corn oil says that it contains 100 percent 

unsaturated fat and hence, no cholesterol. That fact is that all vegetable oil 

contains only unsaturated fat and too much unsaturated fat can still be 

stored as cholesterol inside our body. Shell, uses a similar approach in 

advertising of gasoline. It advertises that its gasoline has "platformate" and 

it does not mention that all other brands of gasoline are of almost the same 

ingredients. When we turn our focus on breakfast cereal, the fact that sugar 

is the predominant ingredient requires it to be listed first in the Ingredient 

Content table. However, by breaking down sugar into its various forms : 

glucose, sucrose, fructose or lactose, the manufacturers can avoid the 

appearance of the terrifying word, "sugar". 

Advertising for painkillers conceals relevant information. Some brands 

of aspirin advertise that they contain "the ingredient that doctors 

recommend most." True, and yet they are just referring to aspirin as the 

ingredient being highly recommended by doctors. An advertisement of a 

baby shampoo emphasizes that "last year, U. S. hospitals dispensed more of 

its product than any other brand" without disclosing the fact that the 

shampoo is supplied to hospitals at a price well below that which consumers 

pay. 

Concealment of relevant facts and information can exploit people by 

misleading them. It also undermines truth. In reality, truth rarely seems 

foremost in the advertising world. Inside an advertising agency, the basic 

approach is hardly conclusive to truth. As Baker writes, "The usual thinking 

in forming a campaign is first what can we say, true or not, that will sell the 

product best? The second consideration is , how can we say it effectively 

and get away with it; so that people who buy won't feel let down by too 

big a promise that it doesn't come true, and the advertisement will avoid 
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quick and certain censure by the Federal Trade C o m m i s s i o n . " ” This 

indicates that business tend to equate what is legal with what is moral. 

3.2.3. Exaggeration & Puffery 
Advertisers can mislead through exaggeration, that is by making 

claims unsupported by evidence. A concentrated juice is advertised as being 

"flavored with two naturally sweet fruit juices" as well as containing "no 

artificial sweeteners." It is a typical example of an exaggerated product 

claim. Although fruit juices have been added to the product, the primary 

sweetener is sugar, perhaps from sugar cane. As in this case, exaggeration 

often goes together with concealed information. 

A chewing gum is advertised as a good tool to fight against cavities 

but the advertisement obviously exaggerates the benefits. We are advised to 

chew gum for twenty minutes after having a meal, so that the alkaline level 

of our mouth can be increased. Chewing gum can indeed help to dislodge 

debris on the enamel of our teeth, but so can eating an apple or rinsing the 

mouth with water. On the other hand, the sugar substitute used by many 

chewing gums can indirectly promote tooth decay. It nurtures harmless 

bacteria into microorganisms that promote decay. 

The line between deliberate deception and what advertisers term 

"puffery" is unclear. Puffery, is a practice of making exaggerated, highly 

fanciful or suggestive claims about a product.^^ In the advertising industry, 

puffery is generally considered a legitimate, necessary, and successful 

technique. It refers to the use of "harmless" superlatives. Thus advertisers 

37 Baker, Samm Sinclair, The Permissible Lie: the Inside Truth about Advertising (London : P. 
Owen, 1969), p. 16. 

This definition comes from, Arrington, L. Roberts, "Advertising and Behavior Control," in 
Journal of Business Ethics 1 (1982), p. 3. 
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frequently boast the merits of their products by using words as "best", 

"finest", "most", or phrases like "king of beers". 

In many instances, the use of such puffery is harmless, as in the 

claim that a soap is the "best loved throughout the country" but sometimes 

it can be completely misleading. For example, in an advertisement for Dial 

soap, the advertisement claimed Dial to be "the most effective deodorant 

soap you can buy". When asked to substantiate such a claim, the 

advertising agency insisted that it was not claiming product superiority, but 

was only an example of puffery. 

In order to determine whether advertising is just puffery or deliberate 

deception, we should consider both the advertiser's intention and the likely 

interpretation of the audience. If the intention is harmless but many people 

are likely to be misled, then the advertisement should be forbidden. 

3.2.4. Psychological Appeals 
A psychological appeal aims to persuade by appealing primarily to 

human emotional needs but not to reason. Although only a few of these 

appeals have been identified by name, every human emotion can be the 

basis for an emotional appeal. Advertisements that rely extensively on 

pitches to power, prestige, sex, social approval or acceptance aim to sell 

more than the actual functions of a product. They are dealing with 

psychological satisfactions. 

Appeal to Fear 

We have active imaginations. We can be made to feel fear without 

being shown that there is enough reason to be frightened. If we were 

desperate or worried, we would seize whatever "solution" being offered. 
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The cosmetics industry has made millions of dollars from appeals to fear. 

"Do you have dry and itchy scalp ？ Are you afraid of wearing clothes in 

dark colors ？" "Do you ever compare the eye of an old woman with your 

own ？“ For the cosmetics industry, the ugly face of gossip is their chief 

weapon. So we buy liquids, pastes, creams, gels and sprays in order to feel 

secure. 

Fear is also used to sell insurance, as if fires and accidents always 

occur. Products like washing detergent can be sold through fear. "Do you 

have a ring around the collar ？" An advertisement of a toothpaste says, 

"Your perfume turns him on. Will your breath turn him off ？” The intent of 

fear appeal is to create anxiety that can supposedly be alleviated by an 

available product or action. There exists the possibility that such appeals 

may create emotional disturbances or a long-run anxiety condition. To some 

audiences, the cumulative effects of such advertising may be highly 

undesirable. 

Appeal to Hope 

Our hopes may be aroused by a description of what might be. The old 

can look young : "A woman faces so many things and why should her age 

be exposed ？" On the other hand, the young should look good, "I (a beauty 

expert representing a cosmetic brand) enjoy helping other women look good 

and I help them in making the right choice of skin care products, make-up, 

perfumes “ It seems that we can lose weight or obtain a perfect figure 

by simply joining an aerobics class. "In a state of hope, one doesn't ask the 

right questions. One is in a hurry to embark, to realize one's hopes before 
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the opportunity is snatched away. A possibility is conveyed mentally into a 

probability, and a probability into a virtual certainty. "39 

ADDeal to Sex 

In a state of sexual excitement we are vulnerable to business offers. 

Travel brochures feature pictures of scantily dressed women who can hardly 

wait till we arrive. "Come and get it yourself ！" says one such brochure. 

Products such as shaving cream, lipstick and perfume often involve 

handsome creatures of both sexes : either they become more attractive with 

that product or they themselves are attracted by those using such products. 

This can be illustrated in a perfume advertisement which relies on the image 

of the femininity represented by a famous actress. That perfume is "soft, 

playful, wonderfully unpredictable. (It) is me and maybe it's you too." Very 

often, not only are their words, voices, and actions provocative, but so are 

the names and even the shapes of the products. 

Appeal to Social Approval or Acceptance 

We can be made to feel uneasy if we are isolated from the great 

majority. We must be a part of the crowd. We will read any book or go to 

see any movie, as long as it is a best seller. We are impressed by Gordon's 

Gin because it is the biggest seller in the world. We are attracted to Honda 

Civic since it is the most popular family car in the States. We also belong to 

the "Pepsi generation" as well as the "McDonald's group". 

Due to the same reason, we follow the fashion trends : to change the 

width of our ties or the length of our skirts. We do things that are "in" and 

Runkle, Gerald, Good Thinking : An Introduction to Logic (New York : Holt, Rinehart & 
Winston, 1981), p. 308. 
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avoid those that are "out". This appeal is successful not only in inducing 

people to select what others presumably have selected, but to feel that they 

should have (and hence, buy) what most people seem to have. We are 

made to feel deprived if we miss the latest camera, television or washing 

machine. It seems that if we do not possess a certain product, we will be 

less respected by our friends and neighbors. In short, it is "essential" to do 

what everyone else is doing. 

Appeal to Flattery 

Those who are immune to the appeal of social acceptance may be 

pushovers for the appeal to flattery. Claims are pitched toward the 

discriminating smoker, the conscientious parent, or the single-young-

professional. "If Gordon Gin is the big seller, then House of Lords is the 

gentleman's martini and Beefeaters by those who spare no expense. Those 

who want to 'rally round the fun with young America' will flock to Harley 

Davidson, while the connoisseur will select a Ducati.'"^^ When somebody has 

the perceptiveness to recognize our uniqueness or qualities and is so kind to 

point them out, we are only too happy to accept whatever they offer 

uncritically. 

Appeal to Illegitimate Authority 

We respect certain individuals for their achievements in their fields. 

Actors, athletes, and singers are nevertheless idols. Well-known or 

successful professional such as doctors are, also highly respected. 

Advertisers seek to transfer our idolization of these people to the products 

they are paid to endorse. If a certain shampoo is suitable for Michael Chang, 

^ Ibid., p. 299. 
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it will be good enough for me. If Andy Lau loves Pepsi, it will be my drink 

too. A medicated wine is pushed by a popular writer and a well-recognized 

traveler wears Rolex. The strangest instance of this appeal occurred in an 

advertisement for a recording tape. It said, "If Beethoven were alive today, 

he'd be recording on Scotch brand recording tape." Yet, the authority was 

dead, and he was dead long before tapes were invented. 

3.2.5. Conclusion 
In short, advertising cannot be purely informative because the 

ultimate function of advertising is to persuade purchases and hence, 

increase sales. Some advertisements do provide honest, true and clear 

information about the product, but this happens only when the advertisers 

believe such true information is favorable. It is not incorrect to state that 

advertising has an informative function, but such a statement is insufficient, 

as the information-content of most advertising is very low. The true picture 

is that even the crudest advertisement, for example, from the classified 

post, can be misleading and persuasive. Only favorable information w川 be 

exposed, while unfavorable information is hidden. 

3.3. A Historical Explanation of Why Advertising Cannot be Purely 
Informative 
A direct question of advertising is: Why does advertising have to be 

persuasive? Why cannot advertisers merely inform consumers of the 

availability and price of a commodity and leave them to decide for 

themselves whether to buy or not ？ The answer is to be found in the 
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various conditions which make advertising possible and in which our 

consumption takes place. 

3.3.1. The Early Stage 
When the productive power of a society is not sufficiently developed 

to satisfy more than the basic needs of its population, there is no scope for 

advertising. With the gradual increase in production, a part of the population 

live above the subsistence level. It then becomes necessary for the 

producers of materially "unnecessary" goods to do something to make 

people want to acquire their products. However, advertising is not just any 

sales promotion activity nor any kind of direct salesmanship. The necessary 

condition for advertising is that there must be a relatively mass market and 

media through which it can be reached. 

In the early eighteenth century, the emergence of the middle class 

created the preconditions for advertising in its modern sense. At that time, 

advertisements were directed at some "frequenters of coffee houses, where 

magazines and newspapers were read."4i The products advertised were 

such "luxuries" as coffee, tea, books, wigs, cosmetics, and tickets to plays 

or concerts. These advertisements were mainly informative, letting people 

know these goods were available. 

3.3.2. A Breakthrough 
The great breakthrough for advertising came in the late nineteenth 

century. Technology and mass production techniques were sufficiently 

developed for more manufacturers to be able to produce products of a 

Turner, E.S., The Shocking History of Advertising (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968), p. 
132-4. 
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similar quality at a similar price. Naturally, it was followed by overproduction 

and under demand. In order for firms to survive, the market had to be 

stimulated. As a result, advertising techniques had to be "improved". It was 

then changed from proclamation to persuasion. At the same time literacy 

had spread to even larger segments of the population, and also newspapers 

began to rely on advertising for a significant part of their revenue. In the late 

nineteenth century, advertising became a profession of its own with the 

establishment of the first advertising agencies. 

3.3.3. The Mature Stage 
The social and institutional setting in which advertising exists today 

has been in place since the early twentieth century. Today, goods are mass-

produced from an assembly-line and a mass market can be reached through 

mass publications. A so-called professional advertising trade handles all 

major advertising accounts. In the fifties, a new advertising medium 

appeared" the television set. It has been the most popular medium since the 

sixties. Printed advertisements on newspapers or magazines can be easily 

Ignored but television advertising have a hypnotic suggestion. 

Furthermore, self-service shopping became the vogue and face-to-

face conversations with the neighborhood grocer became the exception. 

Hence, the era of salesmanship and face-to-face selling began to disappear 

from the distribution channel. In the past, products were pushed through 

the channel by the manufacturer's salesmen approaching a wholesaler, 

whose sales force in turn sold to the retailers. Then the retailers 

recommended purchases to (often personally known) customers. But when 

self-shopping became popular, the selling effort shifted to focusing on the 
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final consumer. Advertising through various mass media is mainly for this 

purpose. 

In the modern world, the main rationale for the existence of 

advertising as a marketing tool of business lies in its ability to inform and to 

persuade. It would be a false distinction if we believe that persuasive 

advertising is somehow bad, and informative advertising good. The fact is 

that isolating one from the other is impossible. The baldest statement of fact 

can also be persuasive in certain ways, for example, persuasion can still be 

conveyed by the size of the typeface, or by its striking use. 

3.4. Can We Conclude that Persuasive Advertising is Deceptive ？ 
Both industry and government leaders have recognized the need to 

avoid deception in advertising. Since the early 1900s the American 

Advertising Federation has waged a truth-in-advertising campaign to set 

guidelines for the industry. In its Advertising Code of American Business 

it declares that "advertising shall tell the truth, and shall reveal significant 

facts, the concealment of which would mislead the p u b l i c . T h e r e is no 

doubt that deception in advertising should be avoided. The real problem is 

how to define deception and consequently how to measure it. 

3.4.1. Gardner's Definition of Deception 
In 1982, Barbour and Gardner gave an overview of attempts at 

defining and measuring deception. They pointed out that "the differences 

42 American Association of Advertising Agencies, Creative Code (New York: AAAA, 1962). 
43 American Advertising Federation, The Advertising Code of American Business (New York: 

AAF, n.d.). 
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between these conceptual definitions are relatively minor."'^'•Thus, we start 

with Gardner's definition of deceptive advertising as the basis for 

discussion. 

Gardner proposes the following definition of deception in advertising: 

If advertising (or an advertising campaign) leaves the consumer with 
(an) impression(s) and/or belief(s) different from what would normally 
be expected if the consumer had reasonable knowledge, and that 
impression(s) and/or belief(s) is factually untrue or potentially 
misleading, then deception is said to exist.45 

According to Gardner's definition, it would be unfair to label an 

advertisement deceptive just because it fails to educate the ignorant up to 

the level of "reasonable knowledge". In many cases, even if an 

advertisement or advertising campaign leaves consumers with other than 

reasonable knowledge (that is the knowledge required in order to make an 

informed purchasing decision) about the product in question, still it cannot 

be considered as deceptive. Suppose that a consumer is completely ignorant 

about a certain type of product. For example, a refugee from an 

undeveloped village in the north of China might be completely ignorant 

about the functioning of refrigerators. Even after viewing the advertisement, 

the refugee's beliefs about refrigerators would be other than they would be 

if he had reasonable knowledge about them, but a brief, totally honest, 

television advertisement emphasizing the energy consumption and warranty 

of a particular model would not be counted as deceptive. 

An advertisement must be the cause of one's misinformation or lack 

of reasonable knowledge if it is condemned as deceptive. Numerous 

^ Barbour and Gardner, "Deceptive Advertising : A Practical Approach to Measurement, 
Journal of Advertising 11 (1982), p. 21. 

Gardner, "Deception in Advertising : A Conceptual Approach," Journal of Marketing 39 
(Jan. 1975), p. 42. 
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advertisements that picture beautiful women cavorting with the products are 

uninformative, but they may not be deceptive. 

As shown by the above example, such advertisements can certainly 

provide a positive effect on the man's knowledge of the product as it may 

move him in the direction of reasonable knowledge. However, Gardner's 

standard can become clearer by incorporating the "reasonable man 

standard" into his definition. 

3.4.2. A Reasonable Man's Standard of Deception 
According to the reasonable man standard an advertisement cannot 

be considered deceptive unless it misleads or has the potential to mislead 

reasonable intelligent and well-informed adults. Any advertisement can 

mislead someone, but in order to count as deceptive an advertisement must 

mislead reasonably intelligent and well-informed people. Gardner's definition, 

then, can be revised as follows : 

If an advertisement or advertising campaign leaves intelligent and 
knowledgeable adults, or a significant percentage of intelligent adults 
with reasonable knowledge, with (an) impression(s) and/or belief(s) 
different from what would normally be expected if the consumer had 
reasonable knowledge, and that impression(s) and/or belief(s) is 
factually untrue or potentially misleading, then deception is said to 
exist. 

However, we have to agree on the meaning of the terms like 

"intelligent and well-informed" and "significant percentage". Such 

agreement, may not in general be possible and the meaning of these terms 

is likely to be dependent on the circumstances. That is, when the 

consequences of being misled are sufficiently bad, such as causing life and 

death, we would seem to be justified in setting a relatively low percentage 

criterion for "significant". Furthermore, the definition that makes "the 
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reasonable man standard" a necessary condition of deceptive advertising is 

implausible. Such a definition implies that many of the objectionable and 

misleading advertisements aimed at children become "no longer deceptive" 

because they would not mislead many adults. 

The above definition might then be revised as the following : 

An advertisement is deceptive if it causes significant percentage of 
potential consumers, that is, those at whom it is directed or whose 
consumption behavior is likely to be influenced by it, to have false 
beliefs about the product advertised. 

The situation will continue to determine what constitutes a 

"significant percentage". Based on Gardner's definition and the revised 

versions, we cannot get a strict definition of deception for everyday use, 

but have a more precise understanding of the concept of deception. 

It seems we cannot conclude that persuasive advertising is deceptive 

by looking at the definition of deception. Besides, the informative-persuasive 

function of advertising does not clearly differentiate it from other forms of 

rhetoric. Sales-talks, political speech making and parental advice-giving have 

clear and strong informative and persuasive qualities. However, we do not 

necessarily consider them deceptive because of their persuasive qualities. 

3.5. More On Rational/Irrational Persuasion & Deceptive/Non-
Deceptive Advertising 
Many people may not be satisfied with the above conclusion that we 

cannot get a strict definition of deception for everyday use. However, in this 

section, we will try to build up a clearer framework for evaluating the 

morality of advertising by linking up two dimensions of advertising- rational/ 

irrational persuasion and deceptive/ non-deceptive advertising. 
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3.5.1. The Two Dimensions 
We have argued earlier in this chapter that the informative-persuasive 

distinction of the advertising function is unsatisfactory. Advertising, by its 

very nature, cannot be purely informative. In some sense, every 

advertisement is persuasive, rationally or irrationally. Furthermore, the 

rational-irrational distinction is unsatisfactory. Rational persuasion is based 

on knowledge and relevant information. It is simply the extreme end on a 

continuum of persuasion. At the other end of the continuum is irrational 

persuasion. Between these two extremes is a grey area. 

We have problems by analyzing this grey area. This is the problem 

with any continuum analysis. It is important to recognize how difficult it is 

to define the grey area along the continuum. The continuum is too ill-formed 

and ordinary language, as well as philosophy, fails to provide the needed 

precision. 

Besides, the deceptive/non-deceptive distinction is also 

unsatisfactory. Only for some extreme types of advertising (such as 

subliminal advertising), can we conclude that it is deceptive by referring to 

experimental results.Subliminal advertising communicates at a level 

46The most famous illustration of subliminal communication is the theater experiment in 
1956 conducted by a market researcher, James Vicary. In a movie theater in New 
Jersey, he trashed the phrases, "Drink Coke" and "Hungry, Eat Popcorn" on the 
screen every 5 seconds. The phrases were exposed for 1 /3 ,000 of a second, well 
below threshold levels. The tests, which covered a 6-week period, were reported to 
have increased cola sales by 57% and popcorn sales by 18%, From this 
experimental result, the concept of subliminal advertising operating at the 
subconscious level suggests manipulation. However, many other tests of subliminal 
advertising have had negative results. We cannot obtain more accurate effects of 
subliminal advertising but the potential danger of its consequences is great. Even if it 
is not very influential, for example, the message would have an effect on only 
0.01 % of the audience, it could still have tremendous impact. It would be a useful 
tool for changing beliefs, attitudes and behavior. Subliminal advertising is generally 
considered as deceptive because there is a possibility of infringing on our right to 
autonomy. 
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beneath our conscious awareness. Most psychologists and advertisers admit 

that subliminal advertising is deceptive. The distinction between an extreme 

case of deceptive advertising and an extreme case of non-deceptive 

advertising is not difficult to maintain. Again, we have problems in analyzing 

the grey area. This is the problem with continuum analysis. 

3.5.2. Various Combinations 
All advertising messages perform a major function which is to 

persuade. Very often, rational persuasive advertisements contain highly 

informative content. Many of them are non-deceptive and they do provide 

useful information and additional knowledge. A classified advertisement 

about the sale of a car is a good example of rational/nondeceptive 

advertising. It persuade the audience by providing facts about the car. 

However, rational persuasion can also be deceptive. Some of such rational 

persuasive advertisements are illegal because they include lies or provide 

false information about the product. It is not too difficult to determine 

whether a rational persuasive advertisement is deceptive. With some effort, 

it is possible to find out the truthfulness of the information provided. 

However, a large portion of advertising is irrational persuasive. As 

discussed in section 3.2., such advertising can be ambiguous, concealing 

facts and containing exaggerations or psychological appeals. Most are to a 

certain degree misleading. For example, skin-care products always make use 

of "weasel" words, such as "helps prevent wrinkles". There maybe some 

insignificant improvement after using the product, then consumers are easily 

misled. We cannot say they are deceptive, but quite reluctant to say they 

For more details, refer to Willke,W�.，Consumer Research (New York : John Wiley & 
Sons, 1986), p. 377 & Gratz J.E., "The Ethics of Subliminal Communication, 
Journal of Business Ethics 3 (1984), p. 181. ‘ 
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are completely non-deceptive. Actually, they are along the deceptive/ non-

deceptive continuum. 

Most advertising belongs to this group : it is not completely deceptive 

but a large number of the advertisement's audience will be misled to make 

purchases. Although we cannot get an applicable standard of deceptive 

advertising for everyday use based on the above discussion, we can have a 

better framework for evaluating the morality of advertising. 
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CHAPTER 4. IS ADVERTISING A NECESSITY FOR 
INDIVIDUAL FIRMS ？ 

Another common defense of advertising is that advertising is a 

necessity for business organizations. Defenders of advertising point out that 

the reason for some company failures is, not because of defects in the 

product nor managerial or financial problems, but only because of a poor 

marketing program, especially the lack of an appropriate advertising 

campaign. 

It seems that advertising is of great importance to a company. 

Without advertising, few products can be successfully introduced and 

marketed. The requirements of a self-service economy and the economies of 

scale achieved by mass production demand high levels of product 

awareness only feasible through advertising. A stronger claim of the above 

defense states that a product or even a company can hardly survive without 

advertising. 

4.1. Discussions 
Most of the cases discussed are in markets of great competition, in 

which competitors are advertising heavily. The rationale for this defense of 

advertising is that without advertising, consumers cannot get any product 

information. Then, no matter how good a product is, it will still be 

neglected. 

Advertisers argue that advertising is essential for consumer products. 

Most consumer products of different brands are basically the same. That is, 

there is not much difference in the products. The uniqueness of various 
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products can only be obtained through image-building. As a result, these 

products are advertised heavily. Without advertising, they can hardly 

compete. When an advertiser wants to take a review an existing advertising 

plan or work with a new advertising plan, an important step is to compare 

and contrast his own with the competitors'. Before analyzing the 

competitors' advertising program, the marketer of a particular product 

cannot decide whether advertising is needed or how much he is going to 

spend on advertising. An advertiser may not want to spend much money on 

advertising but his decision greatly depends on his competitors' advertising 

strategies. 

On the other hand, with a more fundamental analysis of the 

advertising program of these products, we find out that the images of many 

consumer products cannot be built up without advertising. For example, 

without advertising, Coca-Cola is just a kind of soft-drink and we may 

consider it when we are thirsty. With the impact of its fantastic 

advertisements {especially at Christmas' time), it is presented as a world-

favorite drink. We may get the impression that the "Coke-world" is a 

peaceful, harmonious and joyful one. 

Without an advertising campaign, a product is just a product. With 

the help of advertising, however, a product can become much more. For 

example, Brands Chicken Essence is basically a drink "providing energy", 

but with a successful advertising campaign, it has become a product of 

love, care and concern. For many consumer products, advertising is of great 

importance to the success of the product. 
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4.2. Conclusion 
Advertising may be necessary for the promotion of a product or a 

company, especially in a competitive marketplace. Without advertising, such 

products or companies cannot survive. For them, advertising is a "necessary 

evil". Yet this is not a sufficient reason to state that advertising is positive in 

nature. For products such as lipstick and perfume, a large portion of the 

production cost is in advertising or marketing cost. A cut in advertising 

expenses can immediately lower the price of these products. As a result, 

the consumers can be better off because such resources can be used in 

other areas. I will go back to this point in the next chapter. 

The above evaluation of advertising's value rests solely on micro-

economic criterion and therefore, we cannot straightly infer that advertising 

is already economically positive. In Section III,丨 will evaluate advertising 

from a macro perspective and discuss advertising's contribution to the 

overall welfare of the economy. 
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SECTION III. ADVERTISING & SOCIETY 
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CHAPTER 5. ECONOMIC EFFECTS OF ADVERTISING 

Advertising is an economic institution. It performs an economic 

function for an advertiser, affects the economic decisions of the audience, 

and is an integral part of the whole economic system. Thus an economic 

evaluation of advertising is an important approach to appraise its value. 

Though it may be difficult to determine the value of advertising to the whole 

economy, it is possible to identify several dimensions. 

In this chapter, I will discuss the economic effects of advertising and 

the discussion aims at providing a factual background instead of giving 

philosophical analysis. 

5.1. Providing Informational Utility 
Advertising does distribute some information to us and it can help us 

to make better economic decisions than we would in the absence of that 

information. It informs us about what is new and better about recently 

developed products and improvements of old ones. Classified advertising, 

catalog advertising, and much of industrial advertising is usually sought out 

because of its informational value. Of course, as I have argued in chapter 3, 

advertising is in some sense, persuasive. Any advertising that, by deception 

or any other means, induce us to make suboptimal decisions has a negative 

economic effect. 
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5.2. Employment 
Advertising provides employment opportunities for significant number 

of people in advanced industrialized countries. Millions of jobs are 

associated with the creation, production and distribution of advertising all 

over the world. 

5.3. Distribution Costs 
There is no doubt that advertising is the least expensive form of 

marketing communication. The function of advertising is to communicate to 

large audiences, and it often performs its function effectively. Without 

advertising, the communication function would only be accomplished by 

retailers and salesmen. Such direct selling could cost much more. For 

products like cars or houses, where direct selling is necessary, advertising 

becomes the "salesmen's assistant". It makes initial contacts with potential 

consumers, arouses interest, and creates a preference; then salesmen can 

concentrate on presenting the actual sales proposal and closing a deal. 

In addition to the profit generated by advertising through product 

sales, it also creates qualitative value through product awareness: 

From a financial perspective, what advertising has best been able to 
help accomplish has never been more important. The marketplace 
value of major consumer-recognized brands has never been higher-
witness the (stock) prices of companies with solid brand positions. 
Strong brand identity is a significant asset, and the cost of acquiring 
or building one has been escalating. Building and maintaining such 
brands is a principal task of advertising.47 

47 Greyser, Stephen, “ The Importance of Advertising," Marketing & Media Decisions Feb 
1986, P . I 5 0 . ‘ “ 
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Even the harshest critics of advertising acknowledge its place in 

modern selling. The value of advertising is best demonstrated by the high 

dependency on it as a primary sales tool. It is difficult to reject the notion 

that advertising is an important part of the sales success for many products. 

5.4. Advertising & Brand Names 
Advertising is essential in establishing and maintaining brand names. 

A brand name identifies the source of a product and provides a construct by 

which a buyer can store information about that source. Brand names are of 

little use for homogenous products from production lines or products like 

hair-accessories, which can be evaluated relatively competently by the 

consumers. For products like cars, electrical appliances or ties, which have 

relatively high levels of perceived quality differences among brands and 

which are difficult to evaluate by inspection, the brand name plays an 

important role in the buying process. 

A consumer can reasonably assume that a manufacturer willing to 

risk large sums of money to tell him about a product through heavy 

advertising is unlikely to let poor product quality damage the advertising 

investment. If we are unsatisfied with a particular brand name product, 

there will not be any return purchase. Such a dishonest company would 

eventually run out of business. However, as I have argued in Section 3.3, 

the survival of a company does not necessarily rely on honest advertising. 
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5.5. Media Support 
In the States, advertising covers more than 60 percent of the cost of 

periodicals, more than 70 percent of the cost of newspapers, and nearly 

100 percent of the total cost of radio and television.^^ From their support of 

commercial television stations, advertisers are given approximately 15 

percent of the airtime/^ We are unable to obtain this kind of data in Hong 

Kong, but the American situation can most likely be generalized. A paid 

television system could be developed or public funds could be used, but 

either alternative would require the consumer to pay cash directly or 

indirectly through higher taxes. 

On the other hand, critics of advertising point out the flip side of the 

coin : commercial sponsorship of the media opens the way for the exercise 

of subtle control over program content. We will return to this point in the 

next chapter. 

5.6. Effect on the Business Cycle 
Theoretically advertising can be a tool to alleviate the extremes of the 

business cycle. A knowledgeable marketer, anticipating a booming economy 

and capacity production, should reduce advertising expenditures. 

Conversely, when the economy is weak and orders are decreasing, firms 

should increase their advertising. As the extremes of a business cycle cause 

inflation or unemployment, any mechanism to stabilize conditions would be 

of economic value. 

� Machlup, Fritz, The Production and Distribution of Knowledge in the United States 
(Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1962), p. 265 and also quoted in 
Aaker and Myers, 1987, p. 517. 

49 S i m o n , � L , Issues in the Economics of Advertising (Urbana : University of Illinois Press, 
1970), p. 276 and also quoted by Aaker & Myers, 1987, p. 517. ‘ 
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The problem is that many advertisers tend to set the advertising 

budget as a fixed percentage of sales, thus they increase advertising when 

sales are strong and decrease when sales are weak. As a result, advertising 

increases the extremes of the business cycle rather than decreases them. 

Advertising expenditures, therefore, generally follow the same course as the 

business cycle. However, the potential of advertising to affect the business 

cycle is small, since decisions such as inventory investment are much 

stronger determinants of the nature of economic cycles. 

5.7. Stimulating Product Utility 
Advertising, by generating associations between products and moods, 

life styles and activities, can add to the utility a buyer receives from the 

product. For example, we buy cars not only for transportation, but also to 

achieve a feeling of independence, to express a personality, or to achieve a 

certain status. Advertisers argue that innovation and high technology should 

not be focused only on cost reduction, but rather on "innovation for higher 

value".50|n the ideal situation, advertising should add value to a product t h e 

same way that manufacturing of raw materials and transportation of finished 

products enhance the value of products to the consumer. 

According to a report of the 4A,s (American Association of 

Advertising Agencies), there are three components of added value: 

innovation, quality, and consumer perception. These components are 

interlocking and interdependent : 

如 Committee on the Value of Advertising, American Association of Advertising Agencies, 
The Value Side of Productivity : A Key to Competitive Survive in the 1990's (New 
York: AAAA, 1990). 
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Innovation without quality is mere novelty. Consumer perception 
without quality and/or innovation is mere puffery. And both-
innovation and quality, if not translated into consumer perception, are 
like the sound of the proverbial tree falling in the empty forest.” 

The argument is that the consumer's perception of the product is as 

significant as its physical characteristics and should be considered a product 

ingredient. As further explained in the report, 

The mingling of the tangible (malt, hops, barley) with the "elusive" 
(positioning, brand image, perceptions) is a challenge to all managers, 
not just those in the marketing disciplines. Today, the conceptual 
nature of added value is no longer limited to product categories like 
beer, fast food, perfume, or Scotch whiskey. On the contrary: 
conceptual value added --the perceptions of a product's unique, 
singular fit into a consumer' personal system of wants, needs, and 
values-- is increasingly becoming the single most powerful 
discriminator in every c a t e g o r y . 

However, in order to evaluate the amount of utility that advertising 

adds to a product we have to return to the fundamental issue : what are the 

conditions affecting "want" or "desire". In the next chapter, I will discuss 

the social conditions affecting our consumption style. Obviously, advertising 

plays an important role in this area. 

5.8. Developing New Products 
Advertising encourages product development by providing an 

effective way to inform potential buyers about new products or product 

improvements. In many situations, innovation requires large research and 

development expenditures and substantial investments in production 

facilities that might be difficult to justify if advertising could not be 

Ibid., p. 12. 
Ibid., p. 21. & also quoted in Aaker, Batra & Myers, Advertising Management (Englewood 

Cliffs, N.Y.: Prentice Hall, 1992), p. 564. 
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efficiently employed to communicate the existence of the innovation. In this 

respect, advertising encourages product competition. The development of 

new products and the improvement of existing products can lead to an 

expanding economy with more jobs and investment opportunities. 

However, an expanding set of product options can be 

disadvantageous for the consumers, especially when they reflect minor 

differences in of existing products that add little real utility. I will go back to 

this point in Section 6.4.3. 

5.9. Contribution to the Overall Welfare of the Economy 
Economic productivity should be viewed from the perspective of both 

the individual firm and the total economy. Obviously, individual corporations 

must advertise to prevent brand share erosion even in the absence of overall 

sales increases in a particular industry. However, advertising should also be 

reviewed from a macro-economic perspective; that is, what does advertising 

contribute to the overall economic system rather than to a specific firm ？ 

5.9.1. A Common Misunderstanding 
It is commonly believed that advertising does help the economy by 

increasing product value. However, it is just another misunderstanding. 

Most advertising is commercial advertising selling consumer products. 

In the short run, advertising tends to increase sales and decreases the 

effects of economic depressions. In the long run, as producer economies 

develop more rapidly and smoother than a consumer economies, an 

economy with heavy advertising encourages private consumption and 

indirectly discourages investment. Such an economy is called a consumer 
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economy. An economy focused on production, however, will lower private 

consumption and raise investment, that is, a society which raises 

investment (plant and equipment, research and development, human skills) 

at the expense of individual-consumption privileges." 

Advertising can only encourage economic growth in the short-run. In 

the long run, advertising may have negative effects on the economy. 

Advertising needs resources and in some cases, such resources are wasted. 

Besides, advertising encourages private consumption so that consumers do 

not have much money left for investment. A consumer economy grows 

slower than a producer economy. 

5.9.2. Advertising Can be Counterproductive, Unproductive or 
Productive54 
Advertising's contribution to the economy falls into one of the 

following : counterproductive, unproductive or productive. 

Counterproductive advertising raises prices or in some way creates 

needs for unsatisfactory products. Unproductive advertising has neither a 

positive nor negative effect on the overall economy. For example, 

advertising designed to create brand switching among existing consumers 

would fall into this category. Productive advertising is advertising that 

creates an increase in overall demand at a lower average cost than the 

original cost. The most productive advertising produces the greatest 

economic well-being at the lowest cost in which both buyer and seller 

benefit equally. 

53 Thurow, L.C., "Who Owns the Twenty-First Century ?" Slogan Management Review, 
Spring 1992, p. 8. 

54This distincion originates from Russell, J. T. & W.R. Lane, Kleppner's Advertising 
Procedure (Englewood Cliffs, N. Y.: Prentice-Hall, 1993), p. 698. 
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It is difficult to deal in generalities when evaluating the economic 

value of advertising. The utility of advertising in a market for a relatively 

new product such as visual telephones is much different from that for the 

soft-drinks industry which is characterized by brand switching among 

present users. 

In general, heavy advertising can be productive only for products in 

the introduction and growth stages of the product life cycle because the 

consumer market is expanding in these two stages. If the product is of 

practical use and innovative, then an appropriate advertising program of this 

product provides positive effects on economic development. Through 

advertising, consumers can obtain product information and make a better 

choice. Useful products in the maturity or declining stages of the product 

life cycle should be advertised moderately to slightly to retain existing users. 

However, even with an optimal advertising plan, the economic effects of 

such advertising are usually unproductive. 

If the product is just a minor, arbitrary differentiation of another well-

developed product, then advertising in any stage of the product life cycle is 

either unproductive or counterproductive. It is unproductive if the cost of 

advertising equals the drop in production cost due to the economy of scales 

created by advertising. It is counterproductive if the cost of advertising 

exceeds the decrease in production cost due to the economy of scale 

created by advertising. 
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5.10. Conclusion 
Theoretically, an optimal advertising campaign does contribute to 

profitability of individual companies or the economy a whole, though in real 

practice, advertising may not be economically productive. Even if 

advertising does contribute to the overall economy, we cannot conclude 

that advertising is good in nature. This line of argument follows from the 

recognition that advertising is part of marketing, marketing is part of the 

economic system, and the economic system is just one component of the 

wider social and ecological system. 

Now we must look from a wider context and judge the social and 

ecological impact of marketing decisions. In the next chapter, we will 

discuss how much advertising can set or reinforce the social and cultural 

agenda for a society. 
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CHAPTER 6. CULTURAL & SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE ON 
ADVERTISING 

It is ironic that as advertising's role as an economic force has become 

more acceptable, its soda� role has come under increasing scrutiny and 

criticism. In the last chapter, we have dealt with advertising and its utility in 

the economic system. In this Chapter, we will discuss another aspect of 

advertising: its social role. Regardless of the judgment of the economic 

value of advertising, it is obvious that advertising plays an important role in 

determining social issues. 

There are a number of social issues of concern to critics of 

advertising. However, most of their attention is devoted to the way 

advertising influence society or cultural norms and values. Carter expresses 

the social implications of advertising clearly � 

The problem isn't the things that advertising makes us want to buy. 
Nor is it the fact that those products don't always deliver on the . 
advertising promise of white teeth, fresher breath and a fuller social 
calendar. Rather the problem is that advertising has the power to 
distort our perspective on the most fundamental i s s u e s . 

It is clear that advertising does play a major role in our culture. 

Advertising is more than a neutral source of product information. The more 

we study the social aspects of advertising, the more we understand its role 

as a cultural communicator. 

“Car te r , Chip, "Ads Bring Change to Buyers' Pockets and Perspectives," The Atlanta 
Journal/Constitution, June, 1990, p. G-3. ‘ 
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6.1. Reviewing Advertising from the Social Context 
in The New Industrial State, Galbraith charged that advertising 

creates desires rather than responds to them.^^ His thesis raised the issue of 

who is controlling whom in the marketplace. 

The claim that advertising is inimical to the autonomy of individuals 

has been taken up and discussed by economists, as well as philosophers. 

Typically, these discussions provide an analysis of autonomy, then some 

empirical conjecture about whether or not advertising can be said to subvert 

it. The focus has been on whether or not advertising can be accused of 

manipulating individuals into wanting and therefore purchasing specific 

products or services. 

Not much attention has been paid to another theme in Galbraith's 

writ ing- that advertising induces in individuals beliefs, wants and attitudes 

conductive to the economic and political interests of corporations in 

advanced capitalist societies. Galbraith's concern is more than that 

advertising is hostile to individual autonomy. In fact, it is an aspect of the 

power of corporations to dominate the lives of other members of society. 

Recent discussions of advertising have not only failed to consider one 

crucial way in which advertising might subvert autonomy, they have ignored 

important aspects of the broader social context of advertising. They have 

paid scant attention to the ways in which other social conditions also 

undermine autonomy. I w川 analyze the complex relationship of the various 

social conditions that affect the autonomy of individuals. 

56 Galbraith, John Kenneth, The New Industrial State (Boston, MA : Houghton Mifflin, 
1967), p. 198-218. 
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6.2. "Explicit" Content vs. "Implicit" Content 
Roger Crisp, a critic of advertising, argues that advertising "links, by 

suggestion, the product with my unconscious desires for power and s e x " . 

Crisp claims that persuasive advertising leaves persons unaware of their real 

reasons for purchasing a product, and so precludes them from making 

rational purchasing decisions. 

Besides, "many of us have a strong second-order desire not to be 

manipulated by others without our knowledge, and for no good reason".^^ If 

we become aware of how persuasive advertising affects us, by locking onto 

our unconsc ious desires, we will likely repudiate the desires induced by 

advertising. Therefore, such repudiated desires will not be regarded as our 

own. Crisp concludes that advertising is manipulative as it is subversive to 

autonomy. 

Crisp's approach seems to attribute too much power to advertising 

because there is reason to doubt that many adults have been manipulated 

by particular advertisements in the way Crisp describes. Perhaps children 

are so man ipu la ted at times, and this is another important issue. Most adults 

seem quite able to resist the "explicit content" of advertising. "The explicit 

content of advertisements is the message to 'buy X', along with information 

about where it may be purchased, its features, and how much it costs."59 

Most of us learn (at an early age) that advertisements are out to persuade or 

even to manipulate us. We become wary of advertisements and this 

explains why we often resist our explicit consent. Even if we do have the 

57 Crisp, Roger, "Persuasive Advertising, Autonomy, and the Creation of Desire, Journal of 
Business Ethics 6 (1987), p. 414. 

58 Ibid., p. 414. 
59 Uppke, Richard L , "Advertising and the Social Conditions of Autonomy, Business & 

Professional Ethics Journal, vol 8' No. 4' p. 38. 
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desire to buy X, it is not the "explicit" content of advertisements that 

subconsciously manipulates us. 

In addition to encouraging people to buy X, many advertisements 

have an "implicit content" that consists of messages about the consumer 

lifestyle. "This lifestyle consists of a set of beliefs, attitudes, norms, 

expectations, and aspirations."6o While we may be aware that we are being 

sold particular products, the crucial issue is the extent to which we are 

aware of being "sold" this "implicit" content. Focusing on the cognitive 

content of advertising by looking at the truth of its claims and the validity of 

its inferences is only a partial explanation. Instead, we should consider how 

the images and the emotional content of advertisements affect our beliefs, 

aspirations, expectations, and attitudes. 

6.3. Social Conditions Affecting Individual Autonomy 
A commonsense or intuitive belief is that our desires and the actual 

purchases of various products can be considered autonomous. Consumers 

may not make the very best purchasing choice or they may regret what 

they have bought but it is still their choice. For example, a college graduate 

may be short-sighted in buying a car instead of saving her money for further 

study; a housewife may be vain in buying a wrinkle remover instead of 

buying a needed set of cookware; a couple may regret choosing a weekend-

trip instead of replacing their broken refrigerator. 

No matter how the desires or felt needs are produced, people have 

made their decision by themselves and they have spent their own money. 

Most consumers tend to assume the experienced desires as desires of their 

60 Ibid., p. 38. 
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own. Defenders of advertising argue that if consumers do recognize certain 

desires and needs for consumption as real and worthy, others have no right 

to say that such needs and desires are nonexistent. They conclude that 

consumers do have a reason for their purchases and they can decide which 

desires to satisfy. 

However, I believe the real problem of advertising is not creating 

desires, but rather it "suppresses" our autonomy to make choices. As a 

result, our lives will be dominated by the power of large corporations. 

6.3.1. A Brief Review on Individual Autonomy 
The above commonsense conclusion, that our desires can always be 

considered as autonomous, ignores the very real possibility that advertising 

violates autonomy not only by manipulating our desires or choices with 

respect to particular products, but by suppressing our capacity to make 

rational choices about the "implicit content"^^ of advertisements. If our 

capacity to make rational choices is strongly suppressed by the "implicit 

content" of advertising, gradually we become people "without character". 

In On Liberty, Mill defines the principle of utility®^ to allow us to 

develop our own potential according to our conviction. He believes this 

promotion of autonomy maximizes the welfare of all. Defenders of 

advertising always take this point as a support for their arguments. 

61 The "implicit content" of advertising refers to messages about the consumer lifesyle, 
consisting of a set of beliefs, attitudes, norms, expectations, and aspirations. The 
"explicit content" of advertisements is the message to purchase a particular product. 
This distinction originates from Crisp, for more details, refer to Section 6.2. and 
Crisp, Roger, "Persuasive Advertising, Autonomy, and the Creation of Desire , 
Journal of Business Ethics 6 (1987), p .413-418. 

62 Levi, A.W.Ied.), The Six Great Humanistic Essays of John Stuart Mill (New York : 
Washington Square Press, 1963), p.127-241 & Ryan, Alan, The Philosophy of John 
Stuart Mill (London : Macmillan Press, 1987), p. 192 &197. 
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A more complete understanding of Mill's On Liberty finds such quotes 

misleading. Despite the principle of utility, Mill also holds that a person 

"without character"®^ is one who is controlled by his environment and he 

does not find such a person valuable. From advertisements, we get "explicit 

content", as well as "implicit content". We tend to be influenced and accept 

the implicit content64 conveyed by advertising. 

If advertising induces uncritical acceptance of the consumer lifestyle 

as a whole, then our vindication of it with respect to the formation of 

particular desires or the making of particular choices within that lifestyle is 

hardly comforting. 

A commonsense approach is such that autonomous people are 

competent in making active decisions, according to what they really want. 

Autonomous people are critical in that they consider not only the means to 

their ends, but also the ends themselves. They should be engaged in a 

continuous process of re-thinking and critically examining their beliefs, 

desires, attitudes, and motivations. Thus, they would claim that those 

norms urged by others are subjected to rational scrutiny. 

As autonomous individuals, we should be able to scrutinize the 

political, social, and economic institutions under which we live. These 

institutions, as well as the patterns of habit and expectation we establish, 

shape the possibilities we can envision and determine the areas in which we 

can exercise our autonomy. As autonomous individuals, we want to shape 

our own lives. We are interested in the social forces and institutions that 

significantly affect our lives. 

63|_evi, A.W.Ied.), The Six Great Humanistic Essays of John Stuart Mill (New York : 
Washington Square Press, 1963), p.127-241 & Carlisle, Janice, John Stuart Mill & 
the Writing of Character (Georgia : University of Georgia Press, 1991), p. 1-4. 

64 Details of "implicit content" & "explicit content" of advertising has been discussed in 
section 6.2. 
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Therefore, autonomy cannot be a capacity that develops in isolation 

from the social conditions that surround us. It requires us to have certain 

abilities, motivations, and knowledge (or at least awareness) of alternative 

belief-systems and lifestyles. Obviously, we must not be subjected to 

coercion, deception, brainwashing, and harassment. Being shielded from 

these is a necessary social condition for the development and exercise of 

autonomy. 

Critics may counter argue that many individuals seem to lack a strong 

desire for the sort of autonomous life I point out. They will merely assent to 

the principle that the choices of individuals ought to be respected. Yet, it 

makes little sense to urge such respect where people's choices do not 

reflect an autonomous way of living. This is also relevant to Galbraith's 

thesis that advertising is an aspect of the dominance of large corporations 

over the lives of individuals in advanced capitalist societies. According to 

Galbraith, modern man may simply act in the ways that we perceive to be in 

our own interests and we may respond by passively assimilating the 

interests of the more powerful. In the following sections, I will argue that 

this is true for corporations, their advertising, and its effects on individuals. 

6.3.2. A Background of Social Influences on Individual Autonomy 
Advertising does not exist in a social vacuum. We can hardly assume 

that individuals encounter advertising with sufficient critical skills or 

competence. The extent to which they do is a function of the distribution of 

other social influences of autonomy. Very often, insufficient training in one 

area affects other areas. Thus, in order to gauge how much of a threat to 

autonomy advertising represents, we should consider the social conditions 

of autonomy. 
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W o r k i n g Lives 

Before industrialization, most manufacturing was conducted in the 

workshops, instead of factories, and was organized along the traditional 

model of masters and journeymen. It was a society of farmers, small 

business people, and self-supporting craftspeople. With such a social 

economy, the satisfaction of creating things, as well as the identification of 

oneself “ in his neighborhood" were direct experiences. So far as the direct 

processes of work and labor are concerned, peasants worked according to 

traditional methods generally under their own control. This contrasts with 

contemporary industrial societies where most of us work at jobs in which 

we are hired to perform a specific series of actions such as assembly line 

work. 

Today, most of us spend significant portions of our working lives in 

conditions destructive to autonomy. Under hierarchical and authoritarian 

management structures, very few subordinates have meaningful input into 

the decisions affecting their working lives. The tasks are decided by 

management, as are work technology, operational methods, productivity 

quotas, disciplinary procedures, and evaluation criteria. Subordinates are not 

expected to take part in the determination of the ends they will pursue or 

the means used to pursue them. They simply "follow" the instructions given 

by their bosses. 

Education 

While ways of organizing work may simply deny individuals avenues 

along which to exercise their autonomy, lack of education or poor quality of 

education undermines autonomy in more fundamental ways. Modern 

education emphasizes the individual's preparation for work instead of the 



69 

development of intellectual and rational capacity. A very large portion of our 

education budget is for "training" the students in such a way that they can 

fit into the commercial world. 

Today, educational institutions have become "factories" providing 

qualified graduates for the business world. The kind of rational skills needed 

for autonomy and the motivation to employ them seem to be the products 

of a liberal education in the classical sense. Those who lack access to such 

education are likely to have an impoverished awareness of different ways of 

conceiving their lives and their social relations. 

Mass Media 

Much of our daily lives is "sponsored" by advertising on television, 

radio, magazines, and other media. Such program content on commercial 

networks is often mindless, melodramatic and simplistic in its approach to 

the problems of human life.^^ Obviously, advertising does not encourage the 

development of autonomy. Besides, worse are those emphasizing violence, 

sexism or racism. Even commercial network news programs seem to 

emphasize entertainment. Dramatic visual images, close-ups, background 

sound bites, and fifteen second summaries of events are the rule. 

Audiences are "trained" to listen and accept rather than think or ask 

questions. Commercial sponsorship of the media opens the way for the 

exercise of subtle control over program content. Besides, the effect of that 

sponsorship is an emphasis on gaining and holding an audience : those who 

cannot do so do not get sponsored. 

65 For more on advertising and program contents, refer to Held, Virginia, "Advertising and 
Program Content," Business and Professional Ethics Journal 3 (Spring/Summer 
1984), p. 61-76. 
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6.4. The Power of Marketing & Advertising : Technique- & Result-
Oriented 
A genera丨 and detailed definition of marketing and advertising has 

been given in the first chapter. In short, marketing is conceptualized as 

consisting of the four P's- product, price, promotion, and place or 

distribution. The configuration of these four components, commonly called 

the marketing mix, results in a successful marketing effort. 

Using these definitions of marketing, in the following sections I will 

argue that there are technique-oriented aspects of marketing, that affect the 

way we understand the meanings of consumption. Factual information 

about marketing has been given in chapter 1 and value judgments on 

marketing will be presented here" human desires can be driven to adapt to 

the necessities of marketing technique. 

Not only recently marketing ethics and consumer interest becomes a 

topic of everyday conversation and general comment. Actually, the business 

world has always been criticized. As early as in 1820, the following deceits 

practiced by some industries were exposed : 

alum in flour to whiten it; copperas in beer to give it a "head"; 
capsicum in mustard; dried leaves disguised as tea; sand in sugar; 
dust in salt; tallow in butter; chocolate enriched with brick dust; 
arsenical colorants in confectionery.66 

Such abuses have been eradicated, yet many claim there is still cause 

for concern in other areas. Much attention has been given to various 

practices in marketing. The debates cover misleading advertising and sales 

promotion, wasteful packaging and faulty products. 

66 Originally written by Frederick Accum in 1820 and reprinted by Oliver, Gordon, 
Marketing Today (London : Prentice-hall, 1980), p. 314. 
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6.4.1. Techniques of Marketing 
Because marketing is an organizational effort, an important aspect of 

technique is concerned with results. The results can be meeting consumer 

needs, filling sales quotas, penetrating markets, providing audience 

information, achieving organizational objectives, or increasing capital 

productivity. All of these results are articulated by the marketing process. 

As a result, most marketers who operate in an environment solely 

emphasizing results, may in fact, neglect the other consequences of their 

acts. Of these consequences, the most important is the tendency to ignore 

the long-term implications. For example, marketing practitioners tend to 

pursue short-term results without considering the repercussions of such 

results on the environment or social values. Often, emphasis on 

organizational or departmental performance prompts behaviors that a 

broader segment of society find unacceptable. 

However, a responsible marketer should be concerned of not only 

with achieving immediate results but also the long-term effects. "A sensitive 

marketer has to take responsibility for the totality of outputs created, "67 

rather than only immediate results. 

In other words, the marketing technique is indicated by the virtual 

absence of other important dimensions, for example, social and moral ones. 

Marketing technique demands that tasks have to be accomplished in a way 

that will achieve results most efficiently. As a result, marketing technique 

can be shown to be amoral or autonomous of social and ethical standards. 

The marketing definition discussed above either ignores or presumes a 

normative dimension of these standards. It has left out the fact that 

67 Kotler, Philip, Marketing Management: Analysis, Planning, and Control (Englewood Cliffs, 
N . � � P r e n t i c e - H a l l , 1980), p. 16. 
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marketing is a process that must be carried out within a society, and 

therefore, must operate within the social parameters of justice, ethics, and 

morality. 

However, the absence of other dimensions in technique-oriented 

aspects of marketing (the economic-oriented or result-oriented approach in 

marketing) has had the effect of replacing human values with exchange 

values. 

To a marketer or an economist, the calculation of values is simple— 

add or subtract the prices. Marketers focus on profit or market share. They 

try hard to persuade consumers to buy their products. Their concern is an 

increase in sales. They rarely question whether the products are really 

useful to the buyers or at least, they just assume that such products could 

be useful to buyers. 

Furthermore, marketing ideas such as "target consumer" or "a market 

segment" are constructed by abstracting and quantifying human beings. 

Their perceptions, desires and value of human beings are mechanized and 

exchanged-oriented without considering other human dimensions (except as 

they relate to exchange).This means that consumers are merely instruments. 

There is no concern with making value statements about their welfare or 

betterment. 

The new role of marketing technique also lends itself to a universality 

characteristic. Atac asserts that as a result of businesses being 

internationalized, they are "marketing products in countries where consumer 

needs are not of primary importance. 

The use of marketing tools such as public relations and government 

lobbying "may turn buyer's markets into seller's markets where consumers' 

Kotler, 1980, p. 2. 
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needs lose p r i o r i t y . � Theoretically, the modern marketing concept is 

consumer-focused. Marketers should first find out what consumers need 

and then produce what consumers want. In real practice, marketers solely 

focus on how to increase sales. Very often, they ignore consumer needs. 

Putting the ethics of such a situation aside, the application of 

marketing techniques in this way clearly affects the character of technique-

means evolve into ends. In the original marketing concept, marketing is a 

tool or a means to serve an end (to satisfy consumer wants). However, in 

the modern marketing world, marketing becomes an end. 

6.4.2. Technique-Orientation on Advertising 
Advertising is the most powerful marketing method and certainly 

contains characteristics of technique. The impact of advertising is 

tremendous. Before we can go to its impact, we will give a brief discussion 

of the technique-oriented aspects of advertising. 

Advertising is, obviously, result-oriented- it is designed to prompt 

attention, interest, search, and, ultimately, consumption. If a particular 

advertisement does not provide the desired response, it will be replaced or 

redesigned. Advertisers have to search for the most efficient way to achieve 

their objectives. They "discover the power of the nonrational, the appeal of 

novelty, the force of repetition and the need for simplicity. Necessity 

compelled advertisers to develop the most effective process for presenting 

an idea in a form in which it would be seen, understood, remembered and 

69 Ibid., p. 2. 
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acted upon. They tended thereby to over-emphasize the irrational and the 

spectacular."70 

Furthermore, the repetitive, one-sided, often exhortative rhetorical 

styles of advertising tend to blur the distinction between reality and fantasy. 

The images used in advertising are not very reality-based. "They blur 

occupational realities, income realities, suffering realities, and life-style 

(material possession) realities, tending to perpetuate a stereotype of the 

•good life’."7iSuch frequent use of images leads to a shift from an emphasis 

on "truth" to an emphasis on "credibility". The real has been replaced by 

the image, which has now become the "real". We have lost our sense of 

reality because of the use of these images. These images in return 

homogenize our experience, perpetuating the illusion. 

6.4.3. A Culture of Commercialization & Consumption 
The result of emphasizing advertising and marketing is 

commercialization. Commercialization is a process of making something a 

commodity and putting it on the market for sale and for profit. Basically, 

product and brand proliferation is a tangible aspect of this phenomenon; 

commercialization is, in addition, a way of thinking. Increasing 

commercialization provides another example of technique's propensity for 

displacing human values. Consistent with exchange values, modern 

commercialization promotes the idea that everything-- love, sex, friendship, 

70 Qualter, T. H., Propaganda & Psychological Warfare (New York : Random House, 1962), 
p. 45-46, also quoted by Moorman, Christine, "Marketing as Technique: The 
Influence of Marketing on the Meanings of Consumption," in Firat, Dholakia & 
Bagozzi (ed.), Philosophical & Radical Thought in Marketing (Lexington, 
Massachusetts : D. C. Heath Company, 1987), p. 202. 

71 Moorman, Christine, "Marketing as Technique : The Influence of Marketing on the 
Meanings of Consumption, in Firat, Dholakia & Bagozzi (ed.), Philosophical & 
Radical Thought in Marketing (Lexington, Massachusetts : D. C. Heath Company, 
1987), p. 202. ‘ 
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beauty, youth, respect, status- can be bought and sold in almost every 

situation. As a result, this notion of commercialization correlates life's 

intangibles, that is love, sex, beauty, youth etc. with money and purchases. 

We tend to buy the satisfactions of life that formerly were learned, earned 

or given freely. 

Related to increased commercialization is the perpetuation of the use 

of material resources for nonmaterial needs. We tend to consider an artificial 

desire as real. For example, a young woman views herself as a social misfit 

and feels a need to make friends. This real needs is overlaid with an artificial 

need which might suggest something like "I need to dress more fashionably 

or wear more make-up." Very often, such artificial desires are correlated to 

real needs with false beliefs. The above young woman wrongly believes that 

she can make more friends simply by dressing in a more fashionable way. A 

teenager can mistakenly believe that he can change his image by buying a 

particular pair of sport-shoes. 

Some defenders of advertising such as Theodore Levitt?:, concede 

that images of glamour, sex, or adventure sell products, but they argue that 

these images are what we, the consumers, want. By connecting products 

with important emotions and feelings, advertisements can also satisfy our 

deeper needs and wants. 

However, in most cases, the attempts to meet real needs through the 

use of commercial products are rather unsuccessful and frustrating. This 

explains why we always generate new wants as soon as the old ones are 

achieved and only the artificial needs can be satisfied through consumption. 

On the other hand, we tend to repeat the "purchase-new desires-purchase" 

72 For more details, refer to Levitt, Theodore, “ The Morality (?) of Advertising," Havard 
Business Review 48 (Jul.-Aug. 1970), p. 84-92. 
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cycle because marketing, especially advertising use suggestions and 

promises to increase the appeal of their products. Moreover, other non-

c o m m e r c i a l ways to satisfy needs will be left out as they are not addressed 

by commercial products. 

Another outcome of the result-oriented nature of marketing technique 

is the increasing complexity of products and the rate of technological 

innovation. This is a way to lead consumers to become dissatisfied with 

what they have bought to favor something "better". 

As Atac says, "Many products and processes are invented long 

before a consumer need has been established—sometimes the products are 

so futuristic that consumers can't even access potential needs; these 

conditions challenge the abilities of marketing researchers and their 

techniques. "73 Atac claims that finding and creating product needs is now 

the job of marketing researchers. 

Today, our society is flooded with goods that threaten to cause havoc 

unless people accelerate their spending. Consumption becomes a new 

necessity. Consequently, the general public has to be taught the joys of 

consumption; the springs of impulse buying have to be uncoiled. This is 

largely the role of advertising. Obviously, there is much distinction between 

this and the original marketing concept, which starts with looking at 

consumer needs and aims to build profits through integrating marketing 

efforts to satisfy consumers. 

At present, the culture of our societies (I refer to the developed, 

capitalistic societies) is commercial. Not only is the marketplace thriving, but 

to an extraordinary degree almost everything is in rather than out of its 

73 Atac, Osman Ata, "Finding New Product Needs : A New Job for Researchers, in 
Marketing News, (Jan., 1985), p. 2. 
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marketplace. The extent of such commercialization of everyday life seems to 

be growing steadily. Critics of my argument will insist that it is what people 

want and like. The culture just seems suited to the more or less 

democratically determined choices of its consumers. However, I want to 

point out that advertising does induce in individuals beliefs, wants and 

attitudes conductive to the economic and political interests of large 

corporations • 

In order to encourage consumption, advertisers start by influencing 

our value system and lifestyles and try to shape them in ways favoring their 

corporate performance. Thus, advertising reinforces the social norms and 

value system that are already dominant in our society. 

6.5. The Real Evils of Advertising 
We are overwhelmed by advertisements, no matter where we go or 

what activities we engage in. The quantity of advertisements and their near 

inescapability are such that even the most conscientious consumer cannot 

avoid absorbing some of their implicit content. In short, the aggregate and 

cumulative effects of advertisements cannot be ignored. 

In this section, I will concentrate on the ultimate effects of 

advertising: how it "suppresses" autonomy, the effects on the next 

generation and the resulting changes in societal values. 

6.5.1. "Suppressing" Autonomy 
While advertising is sometimes deceptive and often manipulative, and 

in some ways akin to brainwashing, its overall character is not easily 

assimilable to any of these. I would rather say advertising "suppresses" 
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autonomy by discouraging the emergence of our analytic skills, knowledge, 

attitudes, and motivations. With the great influence of advertising, we 

forget that, there can be other ways beside consumption to satisfy our real 

needs. For example, instead of referring to what we have bought, status 

and pride can be obtained from work; instead of going to a French 

restaurant, a romantic night can still be romantic at the Peak or on the 

beach • 

The persuasiveness of advertisements is coupled with an absence of 

views that challenge their "implicit content". There is not much (or perhaps, 

no) societal measures to counter or balance the impact of advertising. At 

present, the business world, and hence, advertising, dominates our society. 

Our educational and religious institutions are ill-equipped to deal with 

complex issues such as the nature of the good life. These are issues which 

advertisements oversimplify and offer a virtual unanimity of opinion about. 

Karl Popper states that one of the features of rational persuasion is 

"an attitude of give and take, in a readiness not only to convince others but 

also possibly to be convinced by him."74 |n order to get closer to a true 

understanding, responses, criticism and discussions are necessary. That is, 

it presupposes the possibility of a dialogue between or amongst the parties 

involved. Yet, I wonder to what extent most consumers can have a 

meaningful dialogue in their lives with advertising. If most of them lack 

appealing and coherent alternatives to what advertisements tell them about 

how to live, they cannot make critical, rational choices about such matters. 

Hence, advertising- even if not solely responsible for the creation of 

commercialized life and culture-- significantly promotes and extends it. The 

74 Popper, Karl , "Utopia and Violence, the article was first published in The Hibbert 
Journal AQ, 1948. 
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content of the messages conveyed by advertising are not the autonomously 

chosen products of creative people. 

6.5.2. Effects on Future Generations 
The worst aspect of advertising is that it is often directed not only at 

adults who might be capable of responding critically but also on the 

vulnerable , especially children.75 They trick the vulnerable into desiring 

something they do not really need or which is not good for them. It is also 

the implicit c o n t e n t ^ of advertisements being absorbed by children, and 

they take up such consumption habits and its associated "values" that carry 

forward into their adult lives. 

A good example to illustrate this point is the success of McDonald's 

in Hong Kong. The products of McDonald's are actually similar to those of 

other American fast-food shops, such as Burger-King, Wendy's and 

Hardee's. However, after almost ten years in business in Hong Kong, 

Burger-King declared its failure. Today there is no more Burger-King in Hong 

Kong. McDonald's has won children's hearts since the late 70's. 

Today, the children of the late 70's have become adults and many of 

them still love McDonald's. This can explain why most people (I refer to the 

case in Hong Kong) over thirty-five years old are not crazy about 

McDonald's. The advertising program of McDonald's is still successful in the 

90's and children in the 90's also love McDonald's. I foresee that 

McDonald's will maintain its popularity for the next thirty years because the 

consumption habits taken up by children are brought forward into 

75 For more details, refer to Sharp Paine, "Children As Consumers, Business and 
Professional Ethics Journal 3 (Spring/summer 1984), p. 119-145. Paine argues that 
children ought not be viewed as capable of making responsible consumer choices. 

76 For more on the "implicit content" of advertising, refer to section 6.2. 



80 

adulthood. As I have pointed out, the products of McDonald's are similar to 

those of other American fast-food shops. However, most young consumers 

do have a strong preference for McDonald's. This may not be a rational 

choice because the products are almost homogeneous. The explanation is 

that these consumers have absorbed the implicit content of the McDonald's 

advertisements in their childhood. 

The ways in which children habitually perceive their lives and social 

world, the alternatives they see as open to them, and the standards they 

use to judge themselves and others, are all shaped by advertising, 

sometimes without their own awareness. The situation is reflected in the 

following comment: 

It would be a great mistake to think that consumerism will, left to 
itself, quietly go away. For better or worse, conditions have changed 
for keeps. The cause of consumerism is merely one manifestation of 
the social unrest that has burst upon us in the last half decade .77 

Only in the twentieth century, we know more about the real, 

tremendous effects of advertising because of its accelerated use since the 

early twentieth century .78 People in the nineteenth century did not need 

advertisements to tell them what they wanted. People in the twentieth 

century and onwards are inundated with advertisements from their 

childhood. That is, they are brought up within the culture of 

commercialization and consumption. 

Within this culture, they are encouraged to interpret their needs 

exclusively as needs for materials items. Many of these desires are not even 

evident to them. They become needs only as they are synthesized, 

elaborated, and nurtured by advertising and salesmanship. Thus, the 

77 Reprinted in Oliver, 1980, p. 314. 
78 This piece of information is from Reekie, W. D” The Economies of Advertising (New York 

�MacMil lan Press, 1981), p. 18. 
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consumption choices of these consumers cannot be considered as "free" 

and their autonomy has been violated subtly. 

6.5.3. Changing Values 
There are numerous changes in values that can be traced to 

marketing and advertising technique. With the acceptance of the values 

imposed by advertisers, our autonomy is, in some way, ''suppressed". In the 

following sections, I will discuss a few important areas. 

The first is the deflection of the success ethic from the sphere of 

production to that of consumption. At present, occupational status is no 

longer as useful an indicator of social standing as in the past. Galbraith 

views such a deflection as a natural progression of our industrialized 

society. He says, "Because the society gets great store by its ability to 

produce a high standard of living, it evaluates people by the products they 

possess. The urge to consume is furthered by the value system which 

emphasizes the ability of the society to produce. The more that is produced 

the more that must be owned in order to maintain the appropriate 

prestige/'79 

It can also be reflected by the fact that we tend to respect those can 

afford to live in a luxurious way while nobody cares what they do for a 

living. There is a similar deflection among y u p p i e s ^ (young, urban 

professionals) because they endure slow job mobility relative to their 

aspirations. This group has seemingly turned to consumption for their 

gratification and achievement. 

7 9 G a l b r a i t h , J. K., The Affluent Society (New York : Houghton Mufflin Company, 1958), p. 
126. 

80 This piece of information is from Belk, R. W. , " Yuppies as Arbitrators of the Emerging 
Consumption Sty le , in Advances In Consumer Research, vol. 13, (1985), p. 516. 
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This deflection of the success ethic from the production sphere to the 

c o n s u m p t i o n sphere changes the ideas regarding on individuars value as 

well as the assumptions made about consumption to meet those values. 

This deflection provides the consumption experience with new meaning and 

use. 

Advertisements subtly encourage "wholly mindedness/'^^ that is the 

propensity to accept emotional appeals, oversimplification, superficiality, 

and shoddy standards of proof for claims. Information about products is 

presented selectively, the virtues of products are exaggerated, and 

deception and misinformation are common. The meanings of words are 

twisted so that they are either deceptive or lose their usual meaning. 

Advertisements also encourage the belief that important information about 

our lives (such as the nature of the good life) can be entertainingly received. 

All of these can be considered as "meta-messages" from or "implicit 

content" of advertisements. They are messages about how to approach 

claims made by others. They are messages that say anything can be proved; 

that evidence contrary to the commercial claims can be ignored; that happy 

lives can be obtained through purchases. They tell us that success in 

communication is a matter of persuading others no matter how it is done. 

Such attitudes about thought and communication contradict habits and 

attitudes that constitute critical competence such as honesty, clarity and 

precision. 

The modern cycle of over-production and market-glutting leaves no 

room for the idea of durability. "Useful" goods, the proper product of work, 

are now considered "consumption" goods. An important role of advertising 

81 This phrase originates from Jules Henry, Culture Against Man (New York : Random 
House, 1963), p.49. 
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is to make people healthily dissatisfied with what they have, in favor of 

something "better". 

An example is the effort made to create the demand for new cars, 

"We must contrive elaborate and functionless changes each year and then 

subject the consumer to ruthless psychological pressures to persuade him of 

their i m p o r t a n c e . T h e traditional factors of wear and tear can no longer 

be depended upon to create a demand because they are too slow. 

Advertisements should create a frame of mind seeking for new acquisitions 

constantly and continuously. 

Another fundamental shift in the value system is the present focus on 

"the self" rather than on "others" or "the social community". Values can 

have either a social (society-centered) or a personal (self-centered) focus. 

These two focuses seem to be correlational to each another, that is, an 

increase in a social focus involves some trade-off in terms of a personal 

focus and vice versa. 

A natural result of over-production is the emphasis on personal 

fulfillment from immediate consumption. To live for the moment is the most 

prevailing passion: we live for ourselves, not for predecessors or posterity. 

Only with such attitudes, sales volumes can be increased, or at least 

maintained. We are reminded to consume only for our own pleasures and 

think of the very present moments. As a result, societal norms are being 

replaced by consumption efforts with the goal of being "right" with 

ourselves. Individual value system seem to be narrowing in scope, focusing 

only on "the self". The trade-off between egoism and a sense of community 

seems to be an important part of our culture today. It seems to be a way to 

reinforce consumption- if we do think of our predecessors or prepare for 

82Galbraith, The Affluent Society, p. 240. 
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the posterity, then we tend to spend our money with more long-term 

plannings. 

Furthermore, through the contemporary exchange process, "the 

relationship between individuals and the products of their efforts is 

transformed from the historical relationship in which individuals assumed a 

dominant role in both the production and sale of 'their' product to 'their' 

consumer, to the obscure relationship in which the individual as either 

producer or seller assumes a subordinate position conforming to the needs 

of the product."83 The product becomes a pure exchange value in the 

impersonal marketplace and the transformation of the individual "from 

subject to object in just a position to the product as subject begins to take 
shape. "84 

Fromm expresses almost the same concept: 

The market concept of value, the emphasis on exchange value rather 
than on use value, has led to a similar concept with regard to people 
and particularly to oneself. The character orientation which is rooted 
in the experience of oneself as a commodity and of one's value as 
exchange value call the marketing orientation.85 

In the past under the productive orientation, our self identity came 

from our actions and we lived according to the statement that "I am what I 

do". Today, our identity is reduced to the principle, "I am what I have". 

Now we tend to link up the search for self with consumption. 

Obviously, there are a lot of products, such as cars or television sets, 

that have become predominant in capitalist societies. Most of us believe 

83 Kilbourne, William E., "Self-Actualization & the Consumption Process: Can You Get There 
from Here? “ in Firat, Dholakia & Bagozzi (ed.), Philosophical & Radical Thought in 
Marketing (Lexington, Massachusetts : D. C. Heath Company, 1987), p. 228. 

84 Ibid., p. 228. 
85 Fromm, Eric, Man for Himself (New York : Rinehart, 1947), p. 68 & also quoted in 

Ibid., p. 228. 
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that such products are indispensable in human life and we have certain 

"reasons" to make such choices. However, it seems that we can hardly be 

content with the products we bought. In reality, we are quickly dissatisfied 

with what we have purchased and then, we find ourselves desiring 

something "better". 

The consumption cycle can be stated in the following : the more 

products we buy, the more we rely on consumption to obtain our 

sat is fac t ion and meaning in life, the quicker we will find ourselves 

dissatisfied with what we have' and tend to desire more products. 

Gradually, consumption becomes the means through which we seek 

identity. That is, we can only express ourselves through the outward 

manifestations of our possessions. The clothes we wear, the car we drive, 

and the house we live in become the means of life-assessment in 

c o m p a r a t i v e appraisals between individuals. The extreme of alienated 

c o n s u m p t i o n is known as consumerism. 

6.5.4. Consumerism 
Consumerism can be defined as the acceptance of consumption as 

the path of self-development, self-realization and, self-fulfillment. It is the 

extreme case of losing autonomy. A fundamental explanation for 

consumerism is found in modern, alienated working lives. If status 

aspirations are frustrated at work, these aspirations are likely to be more 

emphasized off the job. If meaningful work is always denied to people, then 

they must seek their meaning elsewhere. The search is directed into the 

realm of consumption. That is, a quest for self-realization through 

consumption compensates for the loss of autonomy on the job. 
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The laboring middle class is encouraged to find satisfaction and 

fulfillment in consumption. The public is taught the joys of consumerism. 

But no matter how much we try to convince ourselves, the satisfaction 

derived from consumption is not the same as the sense of accomplishment, 

joy and fulfillment we achieve from other activities. 

Even if consumers believe that the satisfaction derived from 

consumpt ion is the same as that from other kinds of activities' even if there 

is mutual satisfaction of companies and consumers, it may not be enough. 

As I have argued in chapter 3, advertising is only a part of the economic 

system, and the economic system is just a component of the wider social 

and ecological system. In most cases, our present economic criteria "does 

not enter into the dubious arguments about the importance or virtue of the 

wants to be s a t i s f i e d . � An economist does not "compare mental states of 

the same or different people at different t imes. "87 To him, "the desire is 

there and that is sufficient."^^He does not distinguish what kind of desire is 

more important. 

However, the individual in business does not operate in a social 

vacuum. On the one hand, we are employees of a profit-making company; 

on the other hand, we are ultimately responsible individuals. Business is only 

part and parcel of a larger global community. As company employees' we 

are thus citizens of two communities at the same time. We are responsible 

as individuals in a corporate setting where our responsibilities are defined by 

our roles and duties in the company; and we are also defined by our roles 

and responsibilities in the larger community. 

86 Galbraith, The Affluent Society, p. 129. 
87 Ibid., p. 129. 

Ibid., p. 129. 
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An advertiser has to think of himself as a member of society, and to 

bring out what is best for society. If there are adverse effects on other parts 

of the social and ecological system in reaching for profit and consumer 

satisfaction, they should be included in the advertiser's considerations. If, 

for example, the process exploit children or other vulnerable groups or 

harms the long-term health of society, then such advertising cannot be 

accepted and attempts should be made to check its activities. Not that 

advertising w川 inevitably lead to transgressions, but there is no built-in 

m e c h a n i s m to allow for evaluations of the wider impact of advertising 

activity. Consumer orientation is not redundant; it is essential, but 

insufficient. 

6.5.5. Neglecting Public Goods & Services 
In this section, I will focus on analyzing how the allocation of limited 

resources is affected by advertising. Starting from the 50's, John Kenneth 

Galbraith has devoted his efforts in this area. 

First of all, Galbraith argues that the process of production, with its 

expensive marketing campaigns, subtle advertising techniques, and well-

established sales strategies, creates the wants it then satisfies. Hence, 

Galbraith rejects the traditional economist's belief that consumers can and 

do control the market through their purchases. Rather than consumers' 

demand shaping production, as classical economic theory says' it is the 

opposite. 

Galbraith calls this the "dependence effect", 
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As a society becomes increasingly affluent, wants are increasingly 
created by the process by which they are satisfied Wants thus 
come to depend on output.^^ 

That is, Galbraith believes that our system of production cannot be 

defended on the ground that it is satisfying our wants. We cannot defend 

production systems satisfying wants if the production process itself creates 

those wants. Galbraith argues that, 

In the absence of the massive and artful persuasion that accompanies 
the management of demand, increasing abundance might well have 
reduced the interest of people in acquiring more goods. They would 
not have felt the need for multiplying the artifacts-- autos, appliances, 
detergents, cosmetics-- by which they were sur rounded� 

Another consequence is our general concern with material 

consumption, in particular, our pursuit of private goods. Contemporary 

capitalism encourages the consumer to go into debt, and to live with debt 

as a way of life. When a society spends billions of dollars on advertising to 

encourage private consumption, it must find ways to finance those wants. 

That means that it must be prepared to persuade consumers of the ease and 

desirability of incurring debt to realize their desire for private goods. In 

modern Capitalistic societies, our wealth in privately produced and marketed 

goods and services is not only in startling contrast with the publicly 

rendered services, but our wealth in private goods is the cause of crisis in 

the supply of public services. 

Because most advertising is commercial advertising-- reinforcing 

private goods, we tend to neglect public goods or service. However, despite 

those fanciful and luxurious consumer goods, we also need better schools, 

parks, beaches, hospitals; police; cleaner cities and air; less crowded 

transportation systems. "We must find a way to remedy the poverty which 

Ibid., p. 128. 。。，、 ^^^ 
90 Galbraith, J. K., The New Industrial State (New York : Signet, 1967), p. 219 . 
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afflicts us in the public services and which is in such increasingly bizarre 

contrast with our affluence in private goods.”� 

The desire for public goods cannot be satisfied because we are 

bombarded by commercial advertisements. We place our concentration on 

private goods and we take the new private wants for granted. Our 

preoccupation with private consumption leads us to overlook opportunities 

for enjoyment that could be provided more efficiently by public production. 

We tend to forget the fact that enjoyment or satisfaction can also be 

provided by public goods. Galbraith says, 

Presumably a community can be as well rewarded by buying better 
schools or better parks as by buying bigger automobiles. By 
concentrating on the latter rather than the former it is failing to 
maximize its satisfactions. As with schools in the community, so with 
urban services over the country at large. It is rarely sensible that we 
should satisfy our wants in private goods with reckless abundance, 
while in the case of public goods, on the evidence of the eye, we 
practice extreme self-denial. So, far from systematically exploiting 
the opportunities to derive use and pleasure from these services, 
we do not supply what would keep us out of p r o b l e m . ^ ^ 

Galbraith further stresses that the increasing private production 

results in "the appearance of products which lay claim to the interest of the 

young."93 Today, films, televisions, cars and comic books claim the most of 

the child's attention. Schools cannot compete with television and the 

movies. The "heroes" of the latter become the idols of the young. To 

conclude, we should maintain a better or more balanced allocation of 

resources between private and public production and consumption in a 

community. Instead of solely emphasizing private consumption, public 

services should keep pace with private production. 

91 Galbraith, The Afflent Society, p. 240. 
92 Ibid., p. 204. 
93 Ibid., p. 202. 
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6.7. Conclusion 
A common response to Galbaith's theory is, ” Do we really need such 

a society ？" and "Is private consumption so evil ？" In order to answer, we 

should start by asking, "Can the meaning of life be achieved mainly through 

consumption ？" Today, many of us tend to regard the consumption 

experience as an end in itself instead of as the means to a chosen end. Very 

often, we take acquiring objects as the idealized version of life. 

Consumption is not the only path to pleasure or achievement. Most 

happiness or satisfaction cannot be brought or obtained through 

consumption. Instead of satisfying real needs, a large portion of our 

consumption can only satisfy artificial needs. 

Advertising can be good if it is a tool to serve consumers. 

Consumption can also be good if it is considered as one of the means for 

consumer satisfaction. Unfortunately, in real practice, consumers are often a 

means for sales and profits rather than profits and sales resulting from 

satisfying customers. 
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rONCLUSION 
Theoretically, effective advertising should contribute to the economy 

in a positive way. It can provide us valuable product information and help us 

make informed decisions. 

It can create employment opportunities and it is the least expensive 

form of marketing communication. Great investments on product innovation 

can be justified with the existence of this effective form of communication. 

Advertising can add value to a product, by generating associations 

between products and moods, lifestyles and activities. In some cases, 

advertising may be necessary for the promotion of a product or a company. 

Without advertising, such products or companies cannot survive. 

From a more macro perspective, it can be a tool to alleviate the 

extremes of the business cycle. Productive advertising can produce the 

greatest economic well-being at the lowest cost, in which buyers and sellers 

benefit equally. 

Besides, there is a common belief that advertising can already be 

justified by referring to Smith's invisible hand. With a closer look at Smith's 

theories, we find out that a system should be considered within Smith's 

harmonious nature. The essential qualities in Smith's system cannot be 

found in modern society and hence, the invisible hand theory is not 

applicable in modern advertising. 

However, in real practice, advertising may not be economically 

productive. Even if it does, economic perspective is a very limited way in 

assessing the global impacts of advertising. We have to assess advertising 

from the much broader social and cultural perspective. 

The ultimate social effects of advertising can be tremendous. 

Although very few advertising is deceptive or manipulative, it does 
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"suppresses" and "direct" our autonomy by discouraging the emergence of 

our analytic skills, knowledge, attitudes and motivations. Hence, the implicit 

content of advertising is not autonomously chosen, and unknowingly 

accepted by the audiences. 

What is worse of advertising is that it directs not only at adults, but 

also on the vulnerable, especially children. The effect is more desiring 

something that they do not really need, the children would absorb and take 

up the implicit content of advertising. Consumption habits will be carried 

forward into their adult lives. 

Gradually, consumption becomes the means through which we seek 

identity. We tend to express ourselves through the outward manifestation of 

our materialistic possessions. Many of us consider consumption as the main 

path to pleasure or achievement. However, we can hardly be contented 

with what we have bought. We then become quickly dissatisfied with what 

we have purchased and find ourselves desiring for something "better". 

Advertising can be good if it is a tool to serve the consumers. 

Consumption, by its very nature, can also be good if it is considered as one 

of the means for consumer satisfaction/In real practice, advertising is often 

the mean for sales and profits. Both the quality and quantity of advertising 

are such that even the most conscientious consumer cannot avoid absorbing 

much of its implicit content. The aggregate and cumulative effects of 

advertising is great and long-lasting. 
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