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The Power of Advertising
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    It is argued by many that television is the most powerful source of advertising (Grant and O'Connor; 2005, Jasperson and Yun, 2007) and is also the most likely form of media to be remembered and discussed by the public (Ford-Hutchinson and Rothwell, 2002, p17). This is confirmed by a number of studies that show a good response to television advertising, and corresponding commercial spending; a report in the Economist found that “Television remains the most-powerful advertising medium, with a 38% global share of spending on major media in 2004.” (The Economist, 2005, p48)
    Though for most purposes advertising expenditure indicates advertising return-on-investment, and in turn, advertising power, but it is not the only method of measuring advertising power. Television advertising may be powerful when appealing to certain demographics, but for certain markets, especially niches, television advertising will not be the most powerful: “Internet and e-mail will also grow in importance, because these ads can target specific audiences” (Metzler, 2005, p1). A new online computer game, for example, may be more successfully advertised using internet pop-ups (though these are generally viewed as intrusive) and targeted emailing, rather than a television slot, which may not be seen by the game-playing community (Silk, Klein and Berndt; 2001, McCoy et al; 2007). Furthermore, sales revenue may not be the primary driving factor behind advertising, emblazoning a company logo on t-shirts maybe a powerful method of promoting brand awareness; direct mailers from a supermarket may be the most powerful method of countering a local competition attack (Bawa and Shoemaker; 1987).
    Ogilvy (2004) argues that the most powerful mode of advertising is that which arouses consumer curiosity. Using this as a yardstick, it could be argued that internet advertising allows the consumers to follow their curiosity to detailed information about the consumable, in a similar way to infomercials on television.
    Clearly television and internet advertising had no share of the market a century ago. In a 1952 study by Abrams, advertising in the press accounted for over 46% of all advertising expenditure in 1930’s Britain, rising to 53% in the 1940’s (Abrams, 1952, 259-261). Market share and overall market size varies with time and is especially influenced by developments in technology and communications with the advertising industry exploiting every foothold wherever possible. Adding this dimension to the question illustrates that advertising power is very much determined by consumer behaviour (Ogilvy; 2004). To fully understand the power of advertising it may therefore be more useful in the long-term to consider the method of advertising rather than simply the medium through which it is transmitted.
    Ford-Hutchinson and Rothwell’s (2002) study examined public opinion of advertising and found that television and billboards were the most popular, followed by magazines and newspapers (p10), with ‘below the line’ media being less popular (such as direct mailers, door drops, sponsorship, the Internet, commercial text messages and advertising in supermarkets). Interestingly, advertising on the Internet was found to be irritating and not regarded highly, partially due to ‘pop-ups’. Over the last five years, many companies, Google being a leading proponent, have opted for less intrusive methods of advertising on the Internet with some success (Bingley; 2007).
    Demographics must also be considered as a number of factors (such as communication networks, living habits etc.) influence how advertising is received. In India, for example, a Nielsen paper found that word-of-mouth was the most popular form of advertising, followed by newspapers (which were deemed trustworthy). The study also detailed consumers’ trust in advertising and found wide variations between different countries (The Nielsen Company, 2005, p1.). 
    Television accounts for the majority of world advertising expenditure, and is undoubtedly powerful enough to generate a return-on-investment on that expenditure, but the notion of it being the most powerful kind of advertising is only true when certain demographics and contexts are considered.
What makes such images powerful? 

    In Vakratsas and Ambler’s (1999) extensive study into ‘How Advertising Works’ they pinpoint three factors by which the power of an advert may be judged: experience, affect and cognition (Vakratsas and Ambler, 1999, p34). The different strengths of these three aspects and how they are combined affect how the advertisement is received. For example, they suggest that a low-involvement product, such as washing powder, will be advertised with a high basis on affect, with less on cognition (Vakratsas and Ambler, 1999, p38). Hsu, Yang and Su (2007), in their study of television and radio advertising, found that advertisements could be broken down into similar areas, often with all three aspects producing the best results (Hsu, Yang and Su, 2007, p157). Sparkman and Locander (1980), also recognise the importance of the context of the production of the advertisement and its reception. Using attribution theory, they pinpoint a number of similar factors which determine how this context is used to create successful advertising.
    Dyer, in her book Advertising as Communication explains that desirability plays a large part in what makes such advertising images powerful. She suggests that its “central function is to create desires that did not previously exist” (Dyer, 1988, p8). Generating that desire is reliant on “the cleverness of the execution, frequent executional changes and the relevance of the message” (Ford-Hutchinson and Rothwell, 2002, p20).

    Numerous studies suggest that the ‘exposure effect’ makes advertising powerful, especially so with television advertising (Tom et al, 2007; Ford-Hutchinson and Rothwell, 2002; Moore and Lutz, 2000). Consumers nowadays spend a large amount of time watching television, and programming is frequently, and intrusively, interrupted by advertising synchronised across channels to ensure that every viewer gets their message (Ford-Hutchinson and Rothwell, 2002, p17; Moore and Lutz, 2000).

    It is also important to mention the skill in execution of advertising and how that increases the effectiveness of an advert. There are numerous books and studies into how to develop successful advertising, which delve into subjects such as imagery (Messaris, 1997) and music (Brown and Volgsten, 2006). This suggests that powerful advertising images are multi-faceted and work with a number of different factors, the strength and combination of which help determine their potency.
The impact upon attitudes and behaviour
    In a recent study, Jasperson and Yun (2007) found that advertising can affect voting decisions, though this was less influential than word of mouth (Jasperson and Yun, 2007, p1122). Kaid et al (2007) break this correlation down into a finer level of granularity suggesting that one of the main ways in which advertising affects voter decision is by providing voters with greater information transferral efficacy. Their study also contained a number of interesting findings with regard to young voters. For example, they found that advertising campaigns were received with very little cynicism by young voters (compared to older voters), and suggest that political advertising is such a common place occurrence that it is viewed as legitimate. It is important to note that negative advertising has been found to be damaging to a campaign’s success (Basil et al, 1991, p245), and that political advertising in general can be eyed with a great deal more caution than other advertising (Rose, 1993). Furthermore, there are a large number of studies that suggest that advertising techniques have changed over the last fifty years or so, moving from advertising campaigns based primarily on political issues to campaigns based on improving public image (Diamond and Bates, 1988; Boiney and Paletz, 1991). 
    Brand-loyalty is a common trait with consumers, who are often willing to pay extra to stick with their brand (Tom et al, 2007, p118). Karlsson (2007) argues that advertising is often the initiator in the buying process of a consumer, whereby the consumer interprets the information provided in mass communication building up brand awareness and knowledge as they do so. The knowledge is then translated into a greater desire and need for the product. Allenby and Lenk (1995) suggest that following price promotions on a competitor brand, households will immediately revert to their normal brand, suggesting that advertising and promotion may temporarily cause consumers to switch brands, but in the long-term they maintain a brand loyalty. This is substantially backed up with a number of other studies. They further stipulate, again, with a large number of background studies, that advertising the brand is less effective than significantly lowering the price (Allenby and Lenk, 1995, p281). Studies Allenby and Lenk (1995) use to reinforce their claims include: Gupta (1988), Kumar and Leone (1988), Blattberg and Nelson (1990), Bucklin and Lattin (1991) and Bass (1993).  
    There have been a number of advertising campaigns targeting specific issues, such as underage drinking (often driven by the government, for example, the ‘Drink Aware’ campaign). Austin et al (2006), argue that connections between good advertising campaigns and the drinking habits of young people do exist, and attribute this, in part, to mediated reference groups. They state that “if children admire a mediated reference group such as models in an advertisement, they will tend to expect that imitating the models’ behaviors will bring positive results” (Austin et al, 2006, p376). It is often argued that advertising and marketing of drinks (Collins et al, 2007) has a strong persuasive effect on young people, which may counter advertising campaigns seeking to lessen underage drinking. However, Moschis and Moore (1982) argue that advertising is more likely to change attitudes and opinions than reinforce them (Moschis and Moore, 1982, p280).
Are we affected?

    Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) argue, in their study on advertising scepticism, that a person’s attitude toward an advertisement is connected to their persuasion knowledge (Friestad and Wright; 1994)* and their ad scepticism. The distinction being that people with high persuasion knowledge may be persuaded by an advertisement, albeit difficultly, but people with high ad scepticism would be unlikely to believe the advertisement at all (Obermiller and Spangenberg, 1998, p163). Bargh (2002), however, argues for the case that certain aspects of receptiveness to advertising maybe automatic and nonconscious, rather than fully-considered choices (Bargh; 2002, Tom et al; 2007). Thus inferring that certain demographics may not be entirely in control, irrespective of how they view their own susceptibility, and cannot ignore their impulsivity toward advertising (Bargh, 2002, p280-282). In addition to this, a number of other factors can be added to the mix to understand people’s susceptibility and scepticism, including social structural variables (sex, education etc.), socialisation agents (peers, parents), age, learning properties and learning processes (Moschis and Moore, 1982, p280). A number of other studies have found correlations between self-esteem, intelligence and advertising susceptibility (McGuire, 1968; Rhodes and Wood, 1992). Age is also considered an important factor, with increasing age and experience increasing the resistance and scepticism (Gaeth and Heath; 1987, Obermiller and Spangenberg; 1998).
    Considering the wide variety of factors influencing the consumer’s scepticism and susceptibility, including certain automatic responses, it could be argued that a consumer is not entirely in control of how they respond to advertising (Bargh, 2002, p280). However, it is important to consider how the consumer believes they respond to advertising. Gender is used below to highlight one aspect of how consumers assess their susceptibility.
    The last fifty years has seen a large shift in female body ideals, and over the last few years similar shifts have been occurring in the perceived male body ideal (Grogan, 1999, p.77). Eagly and Steffen (1984) using social role theory, suggest that men, who are encouraged to be dominant and assertive, often consider themselves as having a good degree of self-control. Women, they argue, “are more likely to be encouraged to play social roles involving agreeableness and support for others” (Obermiller and Spangenberg, 1998, p165). This serves to illustrate how consumers may view their susceptibility with respect to how they view their role in society; judging oneself as susceptible may be undesirable for men, but harmless for women.
*persuasion knowledge refers to learning that consumers use ‘to interpret, evaluate and respond to influence attempts from advertisers and salespeople’ (Friestad and Wright, 1994, p1).
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