The Conversation. Adverting: St James Clerkenwell 
25 March 2009
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SUBJECT INTRO 


Criticism of advertising

Advertising has been the focus of attack by media critics, philosophers, literary critics and the defenders of high culture for almost as long as there has been advertising. Some examples of this criticism are:

· “advertising is manipulative and therefore morally reprehensible” 

· “advertising is immensely expensive and therefore wasteful” 

· “advertising diverts our attention from the fundamental problems of a free society”

Bill Hicks’ the controversial American comedian, famously ranted about advertising, PR and marketing in a stand-up routine, and called for everyone who works in advertising to ‘kill themselves’ for being ‘evil’. His criticism seems to come from the idea that advertising and marketing have ‘put a price on everything,’ and are dangerous to our society in seeing opportunities to sell everywhere. 

Advertising as entertainment

Many people just take the common-sense view that ads are just ads and watch them without much further thought. We appreciate their humour, their special effects, their high quality camera work and don’t bother too much about whether they might be having any damaging effects. We all enjoy adverts and they very often form talking points, or find their way into popular culture, such as the Cadbury’s Gorilla, the Milky Bar Kid, ‘I’d rather have a bowl of Coco Pops’, ‘just one Cornetto’, ‘you’ve been Tangoed’ … 

In fact, advertising can be something of an event in itself. Take for example the Superbowl, the championship game of the National Football League or NFL in American Football, which has become the most-watched U.S. television broadcast of the year. Many are just as entertained by the ad breaks as the game itself: Superbowl commercials cost millions of dollars, and the high price tag all but promises that the ads will be spectacular and innovative. The ads are often highly anticipated, generating much buzz even before the game is played usually because of their innovation or sense of humor.

Advertising restrictions and regulations

There are a considerable number of restrictions on what TV can and cannot do in the UK. That legislation stems from the belief that TV is a powerful medium which has great potential to have harmful effects on society. For the same reason – that is, because it is assumed to have the potential for harm - advertising is subject to a wide range of regulations.

The Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) in its review of 2007 says that 2,458 ads were changed or withdrawn that year following ASA action, and it received 24,192 complaints about a record 14,080 advertisements. Adverts are emotive, they are designed to appeal to our desires and behaviours, and more than ever people are willing to complain about advertising images that they see as offensive or dangerous. There have been calls made in recent years for tighter regulations regarding advertising, and in particular the marketing of junk food towards children, as people become more aware of the impact that advertising can have.
New Technology
As well as the traditional forms of communication, such as television, radio, the media, and direct mail, we are now increasingly using more media communications in our daily lives through the use of new technologies: electronic media, such as email, the Internet, and Short Message Services (SMS), online communities, blogs, podcasts, social networking, Youtube, etc. 

The rise of new technologies presents exciting opportunities for advertisers, but it also creates challenges. The way audiences receive media and the messages within are more rapidly changing than ever before. People are becoming more internet-smart every day, finding new ways to search, browse and purchase. There is the potential for advertising to become more targeted, one-to-one, and interactive, but advertisers also have to be more innovative and responsive to technological changes in order to reach their target audience.

Questions to start us off

Advertisers clearly aim to influence our behaviour, in order to persuade us to buy a product or service. Are adverts useful tools for informing us, or are they evil propaganda machines designed to exploit our feelings and desires? What is the difference between persuading someone and manipulating them? What has advertising ever done for us?

PANEL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1st panel segment – general questions, the ‘mechanics’ of advertising 

1. Opening:

· Why do we need advertising at all?

· Why can’t the product speak for itself?

2. Obviously, there are strict regulations against false advertising, but we do hear cases where adverts have breached these (e.g. In 2007 a L’Oreal advert for mascara was found to have breached rules as Penelope Cruz was wearing false eyelashes in the advert)

· How do you respond to the idea that advertisers ‘lie’ or create a ‘false impression’ in order to sell products?

· Isn’t the nature of advertising to ‘trick’ people into buying things they don’t need?

3. Advertising in the current climate

· Do you think that consumers are becoming more ‘media-savvy’ or advertising resistant now?

· Is it getting harder to persuade people through advertising?

· Do advertisers need to adopt more original or extreme methods in order to attract consumer attention?

· Is this beneficial to the consumer, or an invasion?

2nd panel segment – deeper discussion

1. Values behind advertising:

· Does advertising promote the idea that consumerism is the path to happiness?

2. Advertising and desire:

· Does advertising create unnecessary desires in people?

· To what extent does advertising manipulate our feelings and desires?

· Can those desires actually be satisfied by the product that is being sold?

3. We are often told through advertising to 'upgrade' or 'update' to new versions of products we already have.

· Is there a way to escape from that perpetual cycle of consumption?

3rd panel segment, including Andrew – continuing previous discussion 

Any questions from the above, that haven’t yet been answered.

Also:

1. Commercialisation of the public sphere (adverts everywhere on public transport, targeted adverts on the internet), 

· Is advertising increasing in the public sphere?

· Is it possible to get away from ‘ad creep’ (i.e. adverts increasingly finding their way into our vision through corporate sponsorship, product placement in films, online marketing)?

2. Advertising trends and the future:

· In the future, will we see more advertising targeted towards the individual? Could we get to a situation like in the film Minority Report where adverts are addressed to us as individuals?

· Would this be beneficial to us as consumers, or would it be an invasion of our privacy?

· Should certain groups be protected from advertising (for example, young children)? 

Yes – why, if advertising is not harmful?

No – why not? Are we actually informed enough to make our own choices?

Questions from the floor.

VIEW FROM THE VICAR 
Andrew Baughen 

Advertising is defined as The activity of attracting public attention to a product or business, as by paid announcements in the print, broadcast, or electronic.

Under that definition advertising fulfils a useful function – it ensures we use our resources in the best way and make choices that are informed. But of course, as we’ve seen, advertising actually goes further than just giving information. Advertising tells a story of what having the product will look like and feel like – how it will be experienced and how it will change lives. That makes advertising so powerful – because it generates a desire within us which matches up with a longing. 

In effect our heart says, I want something whether that’s love or success or popularity or power and an advert says buy this and you can have it.

Hamish Pringle mentioned Maslow’s hierarchy of needs which looks like this:
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What advertising does is tell us about products that meet our physiological / survival need such as food to eat, clothes to wear, furniture to sit in, cars to drive in, make up to change your looks, movies to entertain etc. But rather than just tell us how they need those physiological / survival needs, adverts move up Maslow’s hierarchy and tell us how having our physiological / survival needs met by their product will also meet our need be feel secure and loved and accepted – and even help build our human flourishing as someone whose life counts and is valuable to society.

Classic example is Coke 

– look at this ad for coke from China…. Message: coke gives love (ie don’t need to know Chinese to know what product facts are being explained cos all about the story explained in pics)

– another example from Philippines…. Message: coke makes people happy, builds community


What does kasama ka mean? You’re with us

But there’s a problem with this – the reality is that the further away from just promising to meet physiological / survival needs that advertisers go, the less able they are to satisfy their consumers. Yes it maybe that for a while my wearing of the latest fashion label will gain me acceptance with a particular social group and yes it maybe that for a while owning an iPhone will make me happy but sharing a taste for Nike trainers isn’t enough for a lasting friendship and even my mac book pro doesn’t love me when I’m feeling sad (I can’t believe I just admitted that!)

Talking about apples…

Point of the ad is that Apple Mac’s help you enjoy life – yes a mac can help you enjoy editing movies and making photo albums but what even Steve Jobs can’t deliver is lasting joy.

The reality is that as well as understanding Maslow’s hierarchy of needs we will benefit from also understanding the bible’s hierarchy of providers.
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Augustine talked about disordered loves (= making a good thing into an ultimate thing). He said that we pursue beauty and meaning and joy in things that can’t deliver so that we’re constantly unsatisfied, we do things didn’t want to do and experience negative consequences of our self centred pursuit in harmed relationships. 

He says:

What does ambition seek except honour and glory? But only you Lord have a glory forever that can never be lost. What does power of the mighty desire except to be feared? But none has power that can never be ceased or stolen but you. What do the lonely and the anxious long for except a love that they cannot lose. But who can give a love that does not fade or die but you? What does weariness seek except rest? But what sure rest is there apart from you? Thus the soul commits adultery whenever it turns from you and seeks these things that it cannot find except in you. Oh Lord you made us for yourself and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you.

Wisdom recognises not only what we need but also who can fulfil our needs.

Christianity’s hierarchy of providers has an order – God as ultimate provider who uses people as his agents of provision who use created things as the means of provision

In other words:

- things not as important as human beings  (don’t think things can satisfy)

- people not as important as God (don’t love people as if they were God and can deliver what God does)

The point is we all have needs and we all want abundant life – it’s not wrong to want that but it’s foolish to think we can fully meet our needs in anyone other than the Lord Jesus – the creator who says I’ve come that you may have life and have it in abundance. 

I love watching adverts – especially ones that are well made and tell a story – but as I watch I try to remember the words of Jesus: come to me all who are heavy laden and I will give you rest. Yes adverts can inform me of products that we give me physical rest and even intellectual refreshment – but I need to be careful not to pin all my hopes on a product.

For a free copy of the DVD clips which go with this episode of The Conversation and for details of other episodes please write to Andrew Baughen at andrew@jc-church.org. Thank you.
