Advertising theory and
semiotics

A”
Spring 2023

Aalto-yliopisto
Aalto-universitetet
Aalto University



* As Is the case with all disciplines and topics, also
advertising has been theorized from very different
perspectives

- There are many theories of the effects of advertising, how
it works, what the role of the consumer (audience) is...
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Learning goals for today’s lecture

* You'll learn about different theoretical perspectives and
models of advertising:
* Linear information processing theories
* Information based perspective
* Meaning- and cultural-based perspective

* You'll learn basics about semiotics and how to interpret
advertising through semiotics

* At the end we’'ll ponder the question: does advertising
work anymore?
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Reminder: Hackley and Hackley (2022) on
advertising

“We use the term advertising to cover all media content that has, at some level, a
promotional motive, from social media content to street billboards, TV spots to radio
ads, branded packaging to branded content, product placement to sponsored influencer
posts, not excluding the content produced by social media users such as likes, shares,
and reviews of, or comments on, brands, products and consumer experiences.

This is a broader definition of advertising than is common in introductory advertising,
marketing, or ‘marketing communications’ textbooks. Advertising is often defined as a
paid-for promotional message on a mass medium with an identifiable source, but
our view Is that this definition has never been adequate to cover the vast realm of
promotional media content in which the promotional motive is implicit, the
author/source uncertain, and/or the payment indirect or absent.”
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5min warm-up exercise: Discuss In small
groups your experiences of advertising

Can you remember advertisements that you have seen or heard
lately? Take a moment to think about the advertisements.

1. Why do you remember them? What do you remember about them?
2. At whom were they aimed?

3. What, exactly, were they trying to communicate? How did they make
you feel?

4. Did you rush to buy the brand?
5. Which medium conveyed the ads?
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How is cognitive psychology used in advertising? Cognitive psychology is the science of
how our mind processes information. Advertisers use cognitive psychology to influence
our thoughts and convince us that we need to buy or use their product or service.
2019 research suggests that ads often rely on memory to do this.

https://psychcentral.com » blog » the-psychology-of-adve...

The Psychology of Advertising: 5 Surprising Techniques
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Linear information processing theories of
communication (from cognitive psychology)

 The analogy between the information processing
of computers and humans

« Hierarchy-of-effects: assumes that consumers
resist marketing communication until the
accumulated advertising effects lead to
persuading the consumer to accept the message
and buy the product

« “The consumer, like a computer, is assumed
to process information sequentially,
according to rules”

Aalto-yliopisto
Aalto-universitetet
B  Aalto University



Hierarchy-of-effects models of advertising
persuasion tend to be variations of AIDA

 AIDA: Awareness,
Interest, Desire, Action

« Each step of the linear

continuum IS important,

the consumer is
“pushed” into the right
direction through
advertising
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THE AIDA MODEL

<—— AWARENEDS
< INTEREST

DESIRE
ACTION

ESSENTIAL MARKETING MODELS HTTP://BIT.LY/SMARTMODELS

(Hackley 2017)



How advertising works from a cognitive psych

perspective

FIGURE 1

A Framework for Studying How Advertising Works

Message content, media scheduling,
repetition

Y

Filters:
Motivation, ability (involvement)
Y

Advertising Input: }

Consumer

Cognition Affect

the “thinking” dimension

Experience

the “feeling” dimension

l

Consumer behavior:
Choice, consumption,
loyalty, habit, and so forth

advertising strategy that
triggers a consumer's
response.

“Consciously or unconsciously,
advertising must have some mental
effect (e.g., awareness, memory,
attitude toward the brand) before it
can affect behavior.

For most products, the consumer's
mind is not a blank sheet awaiting
advertising but rather already
contains conscious and unconscious
memories of product purchasing and
usage. Thus, behavior feeds back to
experience.”

(Vakratsas & Ambler 1999)



The linear model of communication

NOISE

Sender “Suggests that communication

can be modelled as a linear
\—> Encoding sequence of events.”
Lb Message
\—> Decoding
L> Receiver

NOISE

Figure 2.1 A Linear Model of Communication.
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What are the limitations of a linear model of
communication?
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Some limitations of the linear model of
communication:

* Assumes that meaning and message are synonyms

- In reality, consumers can interpret advertising messages from
very different perspectives

- The complexity of social and cultural meanings!

« QOversimplifies the consumer’s cognitive engagement with advertising

(= “emphasizes a singular message that has one, unproblematic
meaning”)

 Meaning is seldom interpreted in a linear fashion (interpreting
multiple messages at a time, from multiple channels)
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Can you explain the difference between strong
and weak theories of advertising?
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Strong vs. Weak theories of advertising

Strong theories (Hierarchy of effects models) assume that advertising works in a directly
persuasive way
 E.qg. AIDA (Attention - Interest - Desire - Action)

« Originally a model of personal selling, adapted later for advertising

« Assumes that cognition is followed by affect (cognition - affect - behavior)
« Advertising = persuading the consumer to buy (more)

» passive consumer (can easily be persuaded)

Weak theories (Low-involvement hierarchy models) assume that the advertising cause and
the sales effect are far less directly linked

Advertising serves to reinforce behavior over a long time. Advertising may create awareness,
Increase familiarity and identification, but affect and brand preferences are formed through time,
and after product trial and experience (cognition - experience - affect = behavior)

» active problem-solving consumer (makes own judgements and cannot that easily be persuaded)
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Let’s have a quick exercise!
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Consumer psychology exercice

« Take Coca-Cola as an example
« Shout out words that you think of when 1)
you think of Coca-Cola e i

« Anything: emotions, colors, word
associations, positive/negative etc.
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Consumer psych exercice

Associations
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Consumer psych exercice

 From a consumer psych perspective,
advertising strives to strengthen/weaken
certain associations (or create new ones!),
and increase salience in a product category

« Advertising messages and content are
designed to meet this objective

 You can also think of it as "in which order
do certain ideas come to mind”
 TOM (top-of-mind measures)
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Consumer psych exercice

Current associations Desired associations

1. Refreshment 4 1. Superior taste
2. Enjoyment / ) | 2. Refreshment
3. Unique bottle L TG 3. Enjoyment

4. Sugary 4. Family

5. Santa Claus 5. Santa Claus
6. Superior taste 6. Unique bottle
7. Family /. Sugary

8. Red 8. Red
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Assoclations that marketing aims to
strenghen/weaken often relate to:

« Quality (e.g., “let’s strengthen consumers’ associations with our brand/product
and superior quality”)

* Price (e.g., “let’s strengthen company X as a price leader”)

* Functionality (e.g., “let’s strengthen consumers’ associations about the
usefulness of our brand / products”)

« Symbols / status (e.g., “let’'s strengthen consumers’ associations on the luxury
aspects of our brand / products”)

« Brand persona (e.g., “let’s strengthen consumers’ associations of how cool our
brand is”)
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Mass
product

Big

business

American

Sugary

Bad for
teeth

Fun

Childhood

Family

= Imperialistic

Iconic

Cold

Refreshing

Cool






What do you think are the associations
the ad aims to strengthen?

Do you think it was an effective ad?
Why/why not?



Information-based model of advertising

« The purpose of advertising is to provide factual information

« Such models of advertising purely as information transfer are termed “cognitive
information” - they rely heavily on economics and assume that consumers are
ultimately highly rational in their way of processing information and making

decisions

Consumers “as information processors”, rational and autonomous
Information about the world handled via cognitive processes

« The role of advertising is to provide information and/or utility = to help
consumers to make better buying decisions (for example by reducing search
costs and providing easy access to information about product attributes)
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However...

Our preferences and attitudes are culturally primed, and we choose
them from a range of possibilities presented to us in our own cultural
field. Consumers do not typically engage with advertising in experi-
mental viewing booths. We understand advertising as part of our
cultural landscape. It 1s simply there, like road signs, newspapers and
TV shows, and conversations 1n bars.

A certain advertising message can be understood entirely different based on the sub-

culture or context
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Cultural (meaning based) perspective to
advertising
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Cultural perspective to advertising

 Criticizes the information-based view, which approaches advertising as an overly
simplified, linear process: one party communicates certain associations, symbols
and information in a transactional manner to another party, with all participants
understanding the meaning of those associations, symbols and information in the
same way

* The information-based model has worked and may work in some situations and
product categories; however, it does not explain the multitude of consumer
Interpretations, nor the cultural meanings that advertising may transfer
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Cultural meaning transfer (McCracken 1986)

FIGURE
MOVEMENT OF MEANING

Culturally Constituted World

Advertising/Fashion Fashion
System System

Consumer Goods

| | I

Possession  Exchange Grooming Divestment
Ritual Ritual Ritual Ritual

' Y

Individua! Consumer

KEY: Location of Meaning

~— |nstrument of Meaning Transfer
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« According to the model, the role of advertising is to
transfer meaning (= an ideology, cultural attribute etc.)
from the culturally constituted world to consumer goods.

* By consuming these consumer goods, consumers are able
to transfer those meanings to their own lives and identities.

* Through advertising, new and old consumer goods receive
and loose constantly their meanings — advertising keeps
the consumer up-to-date of the cultural meanings and
symbols of different goods, and can therefore be seen
as a “guidebook” for cultural meanings.

* The consumer acts not isolated from but as part of a
cultural context, which constitutes around ideas about
individuals, objects, actions, time and space, and
participates in continuous cultural projects

Note: The individual consumer doesn’t necessarily interpret
and use advertising information as intended by the
advertiser (= to make rational buying decisions), but actively
participates in the meaning transfer process and interprets
advertising based on a web of existing cultural meanings.



Remember Colin Kaepernick and Nike?

Believe i

Even d;t@gans
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& Justdoit.
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Since last week, the “Boards of Change” booths have been traveling around the city to
neighborhoods with historically low voter turnout. Each booth is equipped with a QR
code that allows passersby to register on the spot, with the help of When We All Vote, the
non-profit founded by former First Lady Michelle Obama.










The board of change —campaign

Warning: the beginning of the video
entails violance

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tiOc1l
MnJdalY






The cultural meaning of what it means to
“be a girl” is transferred via advertising to
the Always brand and its products. By
consuming the products, consumers can
transfer those meanings into their lives.
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What i1s semiotics?

How would you describe or define it?
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Semiotics as a method of analysis

« ‘Semiotics is concerned with everything that can be taken as a sign’ (Eco 1976, 7)
 Asing = anything that stand for something else

* In a semiotic sense, signs take the form of words, images, sounds, gestures and
objects (Chandler 1994/2004/2017)

« “semio[tics] confronts the question of how images make meanings and produces
detailed accounts of the exact ways the meanings of an image are produced
through that image (Rose 2016)

« Study of signs, or how signs convey messages
« Networks of signs
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Ferdinand de Saussure
(1857-1913)

e Swiss linguist

* Lecture series or seminars in "general
linguistics” (1907-11)

« The founding father of semiotics
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The “sign” is the most fundamental unit of mainstream
semiology.

By putting together sings, we create meaning.
| — drive — a car
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Anything that conveys
meaning

Saussure Sign
The object / thing

Signifier Signified
The physical existence The mental concept
(sound, word, image)
Fruit / Apple / Freshness / Healthy

/ Temptation / Teacher'’s pet /

Red / Leaf / Round / Apple Computer
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Signified

Sign
Signifier
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Brands as signs

+ VANS

Sing:
Er:Vans shirt
Ed: independence, non-confromity






Advertising and semiotics: the message Is only
one small part of the process where consumers
try to interpret the meaning of an ad

* Ads are seen as strings or assemblages of signs that serve the brand

« Signs are e.g.: copy, typeface, soundtrack, positioning, image, color,
objects

 They are used to covert meanings that the marketer sees as essential
for the consumer to understand the brand and be persuaded to buy its
products

 The meaning of a sigh depends on the socio-cultural context
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Signifiers can have multiple signifieds (concepts):
Think of signifier red
A number of signifieds are possible:

L 1

FIRE —RED—. Love
ﬁ-l |
|
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Let’s interpret a couple of ads from a
semiotics perspectivel
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YOU'RE NOT YOU
WHEN YOU'RE

HUNGRY.

/ R I IR
Y./
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Hunger Predator

Zebra

D
D

1. (zebra chasing (zebra chasing
“?:g;;)f lion in the lion in the
wild) wild)
|
:?\:;,ZON ICON SYMBOL SYMBOL
Z Symbol created th Zebra becomes
Above the text anchorage _— a predator due to
subjects paradigmatic signs.
which
indicates Lion Food Prey
the viewer 2.
is looking (Image of (Lion being (Lion being
down Lion) chased in the chased in the
: Id Id
on the Focalisers = =
image, indicate ICON SYMBOL SYMBOL
observin implied
¢ spectators Symbol created through Lion becomes prey due
text anchorage to paradigmatic signs

Snickers
Chocolate Brand

vou o
‘Y- Symbol created through

cultural connotations.

ISVILKERS)

SATISFIES

Light: Natural, realistic

Colour: Hues: brown, green,
grey. Dull saturation, high value.

The gaze of the Zebra

leads viewers eyes

along to the lion and Text as anchorage, pins down
down to the product meaning of image.

image

https://dxb402groupblog.wordpress.com/2016/08/16/week-3-semiotics-2/
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HORIZON
LINE: At

eye level,
viewers are
positioned
to be equal
with the
subjects

Reflective Iight creates feeling

of class/sophistication

Tomato Face

1 (image of a tomato) (position of tomato
= in relation to pasta) ~
~ ‘\
~
~
\\
ICON SYMBOL
Symbol created through Sophistication/
anchorage text and style
proximity of objects 3 T
in relation to pasta)
o ”,
Pasta Bow Tie Pes
¥ SYMBOL
2 : (image of a single (Position of pasta %
pasta bow) in relation to other Symbol created through
objects proximity of objects
ICON SYMBOL
Symbol created through
proximity of objects and
text as anchorage
‘ Colour: Highly saturated, vibrant, high vaues
‘ Light: Bright, unrealistic.
Light is used to draw Text as Anchorage focuses viewers mind on
viewers eye from the top the meaning of the image

corner of the image down
through the subject to the
product image



About reading advertising
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5 min exercise, discuss in groups!

What do you think? Does advertising work? Reflect
on yourself as a consumer!

Do you remember advertisements of different brands?
What brands?

Have you made some buying decisions based on the
advertisements you've seen?
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Average daily media consumption
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Internet
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Television
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Medla As We Know It Today
i

@omcast

(> ON DEMAND
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DIGIDAY

SECTIONS EVENTS CAREERS

Does advertising even work any more?

< 3100

Mark Duffy has written the Copyranter blog for 10 years and is a freelancing
copywriter with 20-plus years of experience. His hockey wrist shot is better than

yours.

Is it all just a big waste of space, time and money? I'm talking about all types of
advertising here: internet, native, TV, video, mobile, print, branded content,
matchbooks, stunts, product placement, sandwich boards. All of it.

T 3sdinals 3 Siacksevtalke: lka



Two vears ago, The Atlantic asked a “dangerous question™ Does Internet Advertising Work
at All? Short answer: probably not! Long answer: nobody knows. Nobody. Not even your Ad
Tech Daddy, “Big Data.” This includes all Facebook ads and Google search ads: All of them

are very likely useless. And nothing’s changed about that answer in 2016.

How about social media advertising — all those retweets and likes must add up to

something? Yes, they add up to approximately nothing worth anything: Only 5 percent of

people say social media has “a great deal of influence” on their purchasing decisions,

according to a 2014 Gallup State of the American Consumer report; 30

percent copped “some influence.”

Millennials, apparently, are — somehow — immune to advertising, even creative ads and

videos with great visuals and crackling copy. Way to kill my career, assholes.

What should a brand do, then? Whelp, it definitely should stop spending money on
advertising its products. Immediately. And give up on yvour marketing MBA bullshit: no

hard sells, no soft sells, no devious sells ... no selling!

Your only options left are to non-sell or un-sell. Here are some examples.
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“Itis difficult to remember more than a few of all the
hundreds of promotions you see every week. Advertising has
become such a feature of daily life in developed market
economies that sometimes it seems as if we hardly notice it.
Advertising pervades our cultural landscape (...) and we carry
on our lives taking it for granted, as if it were as natural as
grass or trees.”

“Advertising is, of course, so powerful precisely because it is
taken for granted.”
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Ad Meter 50 for 50th: ranking the
50 best Super Bowl commercials
ever

By Alan Siegel January 21, 2016 2:55 pm ET

e R

MOST POPULAR

Watch Tom Brady make
pancakes in Intel's Super
Bowl LI ad

Ad Meter 50 for 50th: ranking
the 50 best Super Bowl
commercials ever

January 21, 2016

Toyota's 'Stand Together'
crowned Rio Ad Meter
Bracket champion

t 24

August 24, 2016




The 10 Best Super Bowl Ads of 2020

It was a year that leveraged celebrities in unexpectedly fun ways

Porsche energized its image with a fun spot about a heist involving its new electric vehicle. Porsche
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