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Editor’s Preface

Whenever we talk about information, access is one of the terms most frequently used. The concept has many facets and suffers from a lack of definition. Its many dimensions are being analysed in different disciplines, from different viewpoints and in different traditions of research; yet they are rarely perceived as parts of a whole, as relevant aspects of one phenomenon. The book series Age of Access? Fundamental Questions of the Information Society takes up the challenge and attempts to bring the relevant discourses, scholarly as well as practical, together in order to come to a more precise idea of the central role that the accessibility of information plays for human societies.

The ubiquitous talk of the “information society” and the “age of access” hints at this central role, but tends to implicitly suggest either that information is accessible everywhere and for everyone, or that it should be. Both suggestions need to be more closely analysed. The first volume of the series adresses the topic of information justice and thus the question of whether information should be accessible everywhere and for everyone. Further volumes analyse in detail the physical, economic, intellectual, linguistic, psychological, political, demographic and technical dimensions of the accessibility and inaccessibility of information – enabling readers to test the hypothesis that information is accessible everywhere and for everyone.

The series places special emphasis on the fact that access to information has a diachronic as well as a synchronic dimension – and that thus cultural heritage research and practices are highly relevant to the question of access to information. Its volumes analyse the potential and the consequences of new access technologies and practices, and investigate areas in which accessibility is merely simulated or where the inaccessibility of information has gone unnoticed. The series also tries to identify the limits of the quest for access. The resulting variety of topics and discourses is united in one common proposition: It is only when all dimensions of the accessibility of information have been analysed that we can rightfully speak of an information society.

André Schüller-Zwierlein



Contents

Editor’s Preface

Gabriele Siegert, M. Bjørn von Rimscha, and Stephanie Grubenmann

Introduction: Commercial Communication in the Digital Age – Disinforming Informed Users?

IInformation and Disinformation about Advertising

Kati Förster and Ulli Weish

1.1Advertising Critique: Themes, Actors and Challenges in a Digital Age

Patricia Núñez Gomez and Liisa Irene Hänninen

1.2Information and Disinformation through Advertising Literacy in Communication Studies: Action Research and Real Social Projects

Jörg Tropp

1.3Advertising Self-Reference – As Exemplified by the International Festival of Creativity

IIInformation and Disinformation through Advertising

Roland Mangold

2.1Human Processing of Commercial Information in Digital Environments

Gert Straetmans

2.2Trade Practices and Consumer Disinformation

Brigitte Naderer, Desirée Schmuck and Jörg Matthes

2.3Greenwashing: Disinformation through Green Advertising

Ángel Arrese and Francisco J. Pérez-Latre

2.4The Rise of Brand Journalism

IIIInformation about Users

Andrew McStay

3.1Micro-Moments, Liquidity, Intimacy and Automation: Developments in Programmatic Ad-tech

Rolf H. Weber and Florent Thouvenin

3.2The Legal and Ethical Aspects of Collecting and Using Information about the Consumer

Otto Petrovic

3.3The Internet of Things as Disruptive Innovation for the Advertising Ecosystem

IVInclusion of Users in the Creation of Advertising

Chris Miles

4.1The Rhetoric of Marketing Co-creation

Maria Elena Aramendia-Muneta

4.2Spread the Word – The Effect of Word of Mouth in e-Marketing

Tamás Csordás, Dóra Horváth, Ariel Mitev and Éva Markos-Kujbus

4.3User-Generated Internet Memes as Advertising Vehicles: Visual Narratives as Special Consumer Information Sources and Consumer Tribe Integrators

List of Contributors – Short Biographies



Gabriele Siegert, M. Bjørn von Rimscha, Stephanie Grubenmann

Introduction: Commercial Communication in the Digital Age – Disinforming Informed Users?

The lines between different advertising formats and other forms of corporate communication are blurring. Thus, this book is not primarily about advertising or online word of mouth, it is not primarily about PR or native advertising and it is not primarily about e-commerce and viral marketing. Rather, the title and the book as a whole summarize the broad range of formats and types that can be subsumed under the heading “commercial communication”. All these formats and types of commercial communication face the same challenges in the digital age and are mainly induced by technological innovation. This rapid technological evolution includes changes in the media usage and the business and revenue models of the communication industry, with the effect of changing the threats to the individual user.

In this book, we proceed from two observations: Firstly, the amount of information available has risen – providing the context in which commercial communication takes place. Secondly, the vehicles and means of commercial communication in general have changed. However, we question whether the amount of information concerning commercial communication has risen correspondingly and whether this information is even readily accessible to consumers. Are digital consumers informed consumers? Does commercial communication in the digital age provide information or disinformation? And what does the answer mean for its effectiveness? The various contributions to this volume consider the question of whether commercial communication in the digital age differs from commercial communication in the traditional offline-world and whether it is disinforming informed users.

Observation 1: The Amount of Available Information in General has Risen

With the rise of the Internet, traditional media have lost their monopoly on mass communication. Digital publication is easy, cheap, and open to anyone with Internet access. By implication, new communicators and publications flood the net: Up to February 2016, 1,900,000 articles had been published on Wikipedia (httpsː//tools.wmflabs.org/steinsplitter/Meilensteine/). At the time of writing this introduction, 28,000 tweets were published every five seconds on Twitter and 115 new posts appeared on a WordPress blog while ten hours of new content was uploaded onto YouTube (http://pennystocks.la/internet-in-real-time/). Individual and corporate publishers, professionals and nonprofessionals, communicators from around the globe, shape this vivid digital-content ecosystem. In this environment users are not just confronted with what researchers call “information overload” (Eppler, Mengis 2004) but also with a variety of new information sources and the challenge of evaluating them.

Among them we increasingly find commercial organizations, expanding their corporate communications departments and producing professional media products to directly target their (potential) customers online – bypassing former mediators such as newspapers, magazines or TV and radio. According to an annual study conducted by the Content Marketing Institute, 76% of B2B marketers surveyed and 77% of B2C marketers in North America say they will produce more content in 2016 than they did in 2015, investing on average 28% (B2B) and 32% (B2C) of their total marketing budget (not including staff) into it (Content Marketing Institute et al. 2016a; Content Marketing Institute et al. 2016b). Today’s media shift shows similar dynamics to previous platform transitions, except for one major difference: there’s more money in digital publishing than ever before (Altchek 2016). In the battle for users’ attention, only those offering the most attractive content win – content is king.

Users face the challenge of distinguishing information from disinformation, trustworthy content from “bullshit” (Frankfurt 2005), and reliable sources from all the rest. This is quite a job considering the amount of information one is confronted with in the digital sphere – and it requires corresponding skill sets: media awareness and advertising literacy in particular. New formats for commercial communication often contain hidden attempts to persuade and are sometimes not immediately recognizable as advertising by the consumer. They challenge the ways we understand and process commercial communication and call for extended concepts of advertising literacy (see chapter 1.2 on advertising literacy). Even when aware of the fact that there are persuasive and camouflaged forms of commercial communication and being in possession of contemporary literacy skill sets, users would still not have the resources to consciously process each and every piece of communication they are confronted with in the digital sphere. Accordingly, one might wonder if the unconscious processing of commercial information sets the stage for the disinforming or even manipulation of consumers (see chapter 2.1 on human processing of commercial information in the digital environments).


Observation 2: The Vehicles and Means of Commercial Communication in General have Changed

While it is becoming harder to differentiate the various forms and types of commercial communication, the conception of communication as a process with a sender, a recipient, a message and a vehicle to transport the message remains the same. We can still see commercial communication as a form of persuasive communication that seeks to inform members of a target audience about products, services, organizations, or ideas. The key drivers that transform commercial communication in the digital environment are interactivity, integration and personalization (Siegert 2013).

Interactivity aims at engaging the users in the various forms of commercial communication, motivating them to produce user-generated content, making them co-creators of ads, motivating them to pass messages on (Daugherty et al. 2008). However, not every product or campaign is suitable for a high level of interactivity and not every consumer is interested in high-level interactivity either. Often the consumer engagement is limited to liking and sharing (Muntinga et al. 2011), but still this is a much more interactive setting than the unidirectional communication that advertising used to be and it is made easier in multidirectional communication networks compared to a unidirectional broadcast distribution.

Integration aims at blurring the lines of journalistic or entertainment content and commercial messages either by integrating commercial messages in editorial content as in the case of product placements (McCarty 2004; La Ferle, Edwards 2006) or by disguising commercial communication as editorial content as it is done in formats such as traditional infomercials (Hawthorne 1997) and advertorials (Goodlad et al. 1997), or more recently content marketing (Pulizzi 2012; Lieb 2012), native advertising (Matteo, Zotto 2015) and branded entertainment (de Aguilera Moyano et al. 2015; Hudson, Hudson 2006) (see chapter 2.4 on brand journalism). Obviously integration is not new, but has been around since the radio soap operas of the 1930s and the Camel News Caravan on 1950s television. However, digitization, the decline of linear media, and the rise of ad-blockers made it easier to avoid advertising and thus increase the attractiveness of integrated advertising techniques.

Personalization aims at addressing individual consumers by using one-to-one marketing and behavioral targeting based on all forms of data available (see chapter 3.1 on programmatic ad-tech). In this context digitization promises to reduce the wastage that naturally occurred in mass media based commercial communication when the target audience does not completely match the target group of a marketer.1 Personalization shall make the (commercial) messages more relevant (Kalyanaraman, Sundar 2006) and intimate (Li 2009) and thus hopefully more successful (Malheiros et al. 2012).

Commercial communication always tried to meet its objectives by employing new and different measures. In the digital age and against the background of interactivity, integration and personalization, online and mobile formats are at the center of commercial communicators’ attention. By using online and mobile measures, marketers are no longer bound to the traditional media industry in order to reach single consumers, target groups or a mass audience. Online presentations, search engines, computational advertising and in particular social media, changed the ways of getting in touch and communicating with people as well as the ways of publishing and circulating stories. Although professionals have still broader access to the different measures, users and consumers have more possibilities to publish, be informed, communicate and recommend than ever before; and they reach a bigger audience with their own publications, comments, and recommendations. The commercial communication industry makes use of these new possibilities and tries to harvest user engagement in production processes as co-creation and in distribution processes as viral word of mouth distribution. Meanwhile creating buzz (Dye 2000) is an independent objective of most of the commercial communication activities. Altogether, users are increasingly important when it comes to giving meaning to commercial messages. However, the industry has to be aware that users are not only engaging in the way the industry would like but also in oppositional and critical ways, and that they themselves can reach millions of other users and spark a firestorm (see Prahalad, Ramaswamy 2004; See-To, Ho 2014; Thompson, Malaviya 2013; Vallaster, Wallpach 2013) (see chapter 4.1 on user-generated internet memes). Nevertheless, social media and personal networks have become new and important vehicles to transport commercial messages. “To involve the brand in conversations and to achieve recommendations, advertisers do not necessarily need journalistic services, because conversations and recommendations (word of mouth) are based on interpersonal and network communication. For interpersonal and network communication they need technologies, platforms or ecosystems, not journalistic media in the traditional sense of the meaning” (Siegert 2013, p. 33).

So there is evidence that there is generally more information available – for good or bad. Of course, not all of this information is new – much of the new content uploaded every minute to YouTube is a duplication of what is already there. Besides, not all information has the same relevance for the sender and the recipient. To marketers more commercial information means that it might be harder to cut through the clutter of alternative information, and for recipients it means that it might be harder to identify relevant and reliable information. People have a limited capacity to cope with first-level information so they look for second level information – that is information about information, – to assess which is worth a closer look, just as data miners use metadata rather than the original data to make sense of a data set. So the question is whether there is enough metainformation available about commercial communication to allow it to be sensibly handled?


Question 1: Has the Amount of Information on Commercial Communication Risen Correspondingly?

Media content, and from our perspective commercial communication is also to be regarded as such, has become a double topic. For one thing, media professionals produce original content and recipients engage with it. However, on top of that media producers have turned to making media content and its distribution the object of their reporting. Today, there are as many articles about which film has the top spot at the box office as there are traditional film reviews (Hayes, Bing 2004). Even recipients who do not visit a film theater might follow these reports since this kind of horse-race journalism creates its own fascination.

A similar trend has long been evident in the context of the Super Bowl (Tomkovick et al. 2001). Ordinary consumers ponder beforehand which companies will be featured during the advertising breaks and afterwards they discuss who had the best spot (McAllister 1999). Commercial communication, marketing and advertising strategies become newsworthy content objects in their own right. Like product designers before (e.g. Jonathan Ive of Apple) marketers become celebrities2 themselves first within the industry (Nudd et al. 2015) but increasingly so even outside of it (e.g. Dietrich Mateschitz of Red Bull) (see chapter 1.3 on advertising professionals (failing) attempts to distance their profession from the persuasiveness of advertising).

There are numerous archives that collect, sort and literally present all instances of commercial communication, just as there is some sort of wiki for almost any media content. These archives include commercial platforms aimed at the industry (such as Coloribus www.coloribus.com or the AdZyklpädie https://v2.adzyklopaedie.com/) as well as publicly funded platforms aimed at historians and other academics (such as Ads and Brands run by the Vienna University of Economics and Business http://www.adsandbrands.com/). However, the biggest resource for examples of audiovisual commercial communication, YouTube, is aimed at the general public and is also largely fed by amateurs. With the YouTube search feature anyone can find almost any advertising spot ever aired and even those in production.

Apparently, marketers today believe that their own industry jargon has become the common standard. During the European football championship, the confectionery manufacturer Ferrero asked the consumers to collect “lovebrands” coupons, turning a marketing term into a marketing message for fans rather than consumers. Such a strategy suggests that the company expects the consumer to be conscious of commercial communication but apparently still trusts the effectiveness of the marketing approach.

The commercialization of the society as a whole (Schimank, Volkmann 2008) potentially means that any human interaction is interpreted from an economic perspective (Habermas 1985). This becomes evident in everyday language when we “invest” in a friendship or we “sell” an idea (Mautner 2010). From this perspective it is not all that important whether the actual amount of information on commercial communication has risen, because there is a general perception that any communication is at least partially commercial. While there is a difference between whether any communication can be interpreted commercially or whether it is actually intended to be commercially effective, both add to the prevalence of the phenomenon. There is more information available about commercial communication but the rising level of commercial communication is disguised within a commercialization of communication in general. Individuals might no longer be able to identify a commercial message if being asked for a date sounds like a sales pitch. However, the call for more transparency is not new: Forbes counted transparency among the eleven marketing trends to watch in 2015 (Dan 2014) and Chris Brandt, chief marketing officer at Taco Bell stresses in an interview on what marketing will look like in 2020 that “transparency [will be] the new black” (Beer 2015). Thus, in principle information seems to be available and even the providers seem to acknowledge a demand. However, we still have to ask the question whether information about commercial communication is actually accessible.
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Figure 1: Lovebrands by Ferrero


Question 2: Is this Amount of Information about Commercial Communication Accessible?

Consumers at all times have had their share of creating brand stories, since branding is just as much attribution (brand image) as it is self-portrayal (brand identity). However, at present the participation of users and consumers seems to be so comprehensive that some authors speak of “co-creation”. There is reason to believe that users and consumers might be more informed about the objectives and persuasive tricks of the advertising industry and are more prepared to get in on advertising campaigns than ever before. There is also a good chance that advertisers can inform about products and services without the limitations of time and place of the traditional mass media. But do we really face a time when advertisers and consumers will meet on a level playing field, where they have equal opportunities and power? Or does tracking users on and offline lead to a situation where advertisers have more information about consumers than ever before, often without the user being fully aware of it? Regulation might not help in this context as long as e.g. the European Court of Justice neglects protection requirements of less well informed individuals and simply assumes reasonably well informed and observant consumers (see chapter 2.2. on the European consumer information model). However, even qualitative and exhaustive information cannot guide users through the digital space if they do not possess the skills to “read” (understand, process and apply) it. This makes advertising literacy a core competency in a world highly characterized by commercial communication.

The volume discusses these and related issues in chapters dealing with “information and disinformation about advertising”, “information and disinformation through advertising”, “information about users” and a chapter on “users’ inclusion in the creation of advertising”. It brings together contributions from authors of different countries.


Structure of the Book

1Information and Disinformation about Advertising

The first part of the book addresses the question of what consumers know about advertising: what information or disinformation is available and what do they do about it? The first chapter in this section by Kati Förster and Ulrike Weish deals with advertising critics – individuals or organizations that try to inform the public about potentially problematic aspects of advertising. This can be the reinforcement of stereotypes, the reproduction of a social order that is deemed unfair or the observation of an excessive materialism that is attributed to advertising. The second chapter by Patricia Núñez Gomez and Liisa Irene Hänninen addresses the question of advertising literacy. Do consumers actually have the sovereignty, composure, and reflectivity they are ascribed by the advertising industry? The authors first discuss the advertising literacy of young people and subsequently reflect on the working methodology and some practical experiences for the teaching of “advertising related literacies” to communication students at the university. The third chapter takes a different perspective: Jörg Tropp starts with the observation that there is indeed more information available on commercial communication. He discusses the “Cannes Lions”, International Festival of Creativity, to show that much of this information is self-referential, creating a postmodern marketing communication that fails to dissolve the logic of traditional advertising as it provides the audiences with the disinformation that advertising might no longer be advertising. Thus, advertising might not be the best source of information about commercial communication. This aspect is discussed in more detail in the second part of the book where we gather chapters that deal with questions concerning information or disinformation that can actually be transmitted in advertising messages.


2Information and Disinformation through Advertising

Roland Mangold provides the basis for this part dealing with the question of whether commercial communication can be considered effective in a digital environment where numberless communicators fight for the users’ attention. He presents selected results from active psychological research and discusses the framework of a limited-capacity model of human information processing to answer this question. Gert Straetmans approaches the topic from a legal and consumer-protection perspective. He critically discusses the information paradigm that the European consumer information model is based on, assuming that consumers are benefit-maximising creatures and integrates recent developments in the field. In the third contribution of this section, Brigitte Naderer, Desirée Schmuck and Jörg Matthes approach the matter with a topic-centered perspective. They investigate the advertising practice called “greenwashing” which overstates or even falsifies the environmental impact of commercial offerings. The authors present different types of greenwashing and its effect on consumers. Ángel Arrese and Francisco J. Pérez-Latre open our perspective up in the direction of journalism, discussing the rise of “brand journalism”. By managing brand content from a journalistic perspective and applying news media standards, the authors consider brand journalism as a “modern marketing imperative”. In their contribution, they describe the effects of brand journalism on user engagement and discuss its contribution to the tension between information and misinformation in markets.


3Information about Users

In the third section of this volume, authors present different perspectives on the monitoring and exploitation of user data in the digital sphere. Andrew McStay opens the section with his assessment of programmatic advertising. Sensitive to time, users’ location and interests, this contemporary form of advertising reaches individuals across a variety of screens. The author discusses related potentials and the underlying interaction concept which integrates developments in finance, liquidity and high-frequency trading and aspires intelligent interactions with users' life context. Rolf H. Weber and Florent Thouvenin approach the development of consumer and citizen tracking from a rather critical perspective, by raising legal and ethical questions. The authors discuss implications for the long-term success of Internet businesses and demand full transparency with regard to the entire process of collecting and using information about consumers. Otto Petrovic closes this section on data collection with his discussion of the Internet of Things as a disruptive innovation. Analysing early implementations in health and fitness, the author presents the first signs of the tremendous impact this innovation will have on the advertising ecosystem.


4Inclusion of Users in the Creation of Advertising

In the last section, we direct our attention to users’ integration into advertising processes. Chris Miles opens the section with a rather broad and critical perspective on the topic: derived from detailed analyses of texts and practitioners’ talk, which provides the foundational thinking behind the concept, he identifies serious tensions between the desire of traditional marketing for control over consumers and the principles of marketing co-creation. In his conclusion, he presents co-creation as a form of disinformation that aids marketing in misdirecting attention away from its crisis of relevancy. M. Elena Aramendia-Muneta complements this critical perspective on co-creation with her assessment of electronic word of mouth. Stating that eWOM can disseminate both information and disinformation, she stresses the ambivalent character of eWOM resulting in challenges for users and marketers. Tamás Csordás, Dóra Horváth, Ariel Mitev and Éva Markos-Kujbus close the chapter – and the volume – with another co-creation aspect on a linguistic level: the use of user-generated Internet memes as advertising vehicles. The authors propose a hitherto neglected business perspective on the appearance of branded contents in the expression of personal messages by working with the concept of memetics.
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IInformation and Disinformation about Advertising



Kati Förster and Ulrike Weish

1.1Advertising Critique: Themes, Actors and Challenges in a Digital Age

Abstract: Ever since advertising emerged, both its functions and threats have been debated. The themes of advertising ethics and critique are multifaceted; the majority relate to the depiction of violence, hypersexualization and various “-isms” (e.g. ageism). The digital environment has added new aspects to the topic; respondents primarily worry about their loss of control, transparency and privacy. At the same time, the Internet provides a platform for critical voices – from keeping informed via the signing of petitions against certain advertising practices, to becoming an advertising activist her- or himself. This chapter addresses the current state of advertising critique in this digital environment. It will give an overview of the dominant themes and important actors and drivers of advertising critique. Furthermore, obstacles and stumbling stones for both research and practice are discussed and challenges identified.

The critique of advertising is as old as advertising itself; its pros and cons have been debated ever since advertising emerged. From its economic impact (e.g. Albion, Farris 1981 via the controversy about its effects on excessive materialism (e.g. Drumwright 2007), to its role in protecting the existing social order by promoting inequality, particularly in terms of race and gender (O’Guinn 2007) – the themes are multifaceted and driven by different actors with specific, often opposing interests. Without doubt, we are surrounded by advertising in its different forms, and sometimes advertising placements take grotesque shapes which affect and change our familiar patterns of reception in formerly advertising free areas, such as sports (everyone is used to it nowadays) and even religion, as the photograph in Figure 1 shows.

Thereby, the importance of advertising for individuals and the society is undoubted. Potter even ascribed to advertising the role of an “instrument of social control” (2009, p. 175) and suggested that “advertising now compares with such long-standing institutions as the school and the church in the magnitude of its social influence” (2009, p. 167). In fact, scholars and professionals alike have highlighted advertisers’ responsibility in promoting societal wellbeing (e.g. Baker, Martinson 2001; Cunningham, P. 1999; Waller 2012). However, since the beginning of advertising, the debates surrounding ethical standards for advertising revolve around the same, enduring themes and thus seem to be at a “dead end”.

[image: ]
Figure 1: Votive Church, Vienna, in March 2016 (own photograph)

As an example, in his seminal work on the role of advertising Pollay (1986) sets out the question as to whether advertising is a mirror of society, or whether it acts as an agent of change. Since then, this question has been asked repeatedly. Nevertheless the basic premise behind this question is: who is to blame for the harm advertising can cause? In other words, if advertising is a mirror of society, then the industry is not to blame, but we all are. If we do not like the ads, we should stop watching the program they are in and we should certainly stop buying the products. But if we respond (as the advertisers intend), then we have no one to blame but ourselves. On the other hand, if advertising is the agent of change, then – according to Pardun – “It’s advertising’s fault we’re the way we are.” (2014, p. 3). Of course, it is not that simple and in many cases both situations apply.

Staying within this duty-based1 perspective on advertising critique, one has to ask: who sets the moral and ethical principles advertising should be based on? To lay this duty on the advertising industry alone is questionable. Murphy (1998) argues with the “unholy trinity”. He states: “[a]dvertisers, agencies, and the media represent the three main parties in any advertising campaign. Among these three parties, it appears no one is willing to accept primary responsibility for raising ethical standards. Consequently, ethics in advertising is perceived to be rather low.” (1998, p. 318). On top of that, the digital environment nowadays adds a new aspect and complexity to the topic.

Based on interviews with industry leaders, Drumwright and Murphy (2009) found that the ethical issues presented by new digital media are different. To put it simply, the respondents are largely concerned with the advertiser’s loss of control, and issues of transparency and privacy. The ethical arena arising in the Internet and blogosphere was characterized as the “Wild West” – “a rough and tough, no-holds-barred context in which the regulations, guidelines and controls of traditional media are absent.” (2009, p. 87). In response, a number of different groups who question advertising practices in general and who debate their individual and social consequences have been formed. Ranging from individual net activists who denounce sexisms by mocking advertisements to NGOs engaging in a critique of general consumerism, to the self-regulatory institutions of the advertising industry itself – the list of the various agents in advertising critique is long and diverse.

In this chapter we will discuss the current state of advertising critique in the digital environment, both from a research and a practical perspective. We will sketch its historical roots and the consequent dominant themes within this interdisciplinary field of interest. In doing so we will (1) identify important actors and drivers of advertising critique, (2) discuss extant barriers and incompatibilities within the discipline, and (3) propose future directions, especially with regard to the digital and mobile environment of which advertising is a part.

1The Roots of Research on Advertising Critique

Advertising critique and advertising ethics is an area of research that is driven by manifold interests and disciplines – rooted in philosophy, advertising ethics has branched into many fields. This is also due to the fact that advertising has various shapes depending on the point of view. First, advertising can be viewed as part of product promotion and thus as a vital ingredient of a marketing and branding strategy. According to Bohrmann (1997) advertising is primarily a planned attempt to influence individuals’ opinions, attitudes and behavior about products, services, brands and companies with communication activities in order to reach economic goals. In this marketing context advertising ethics is therefore only a single aspect of a (much wider) research area investigating advertising’s effects on aspects of image, brand attitudes or buying intentions. Second, and closely related to this, advertising is viewed as a form of persuasive communication and as such is a subject of communication research. Here advertising research does not only focus on economic advertising, but also includes social and political advertising. Willems (1999) referred here to a strategic rationality that is implied by advertising. However, Bohrmann (2010) highlights that the attempt to influence, to persuade, to sway may not be bad or ethically illegitimate per se. Both the economic and the communication science perspective on advertising are primarily settled in the micro perspective and focus chiefly on the short-term effects of specific stimuli by drawing on psychology and experimental paradigms (Drumwright 2007). In contrast, the third view understands advertising as public communication. This macro perspective concentrates on the aggregate effects of advertising, including advertising to vulnerable segments (Bonifield, Cole 2007) and advertising’s role in consumption and collective welfare (O’Guinn 2007). A common criticism of advertising from the macro level is that it protects the existing social order and promotes inequality, particularly in terms of race, class and gender (O’Guinn 2007).

Drumwright (2007) has categorized social criticism of advertising on the macro level according to its three primary critiques: advertising encourages excessive materialism, advertising engenders and/ or reinforces problematic stereotypes, and advertising cultivates false values and thus problematic behavior. In this context philosophy with its question of individual and collective ethical guidelines plays a vital role. Advertising ethics can thereby be discussed within different philosophical perspectives (Förster, Brantner 2016). As an example, the utilitarian perspective builds on principles by asking what is best for all, or the greatest number of people possible (Mill 2003). For Mill moral reasoning “was equivalent to calculating consequences for human happiness” (Christians 2007, p. 118), that is, utilitarianism requires advertisers to maximize happiness for all (Cunningham, A. 1999). Another position is social contract theory, which highlights that a person’s moral obligations depend on a contract among them to form the society in which they live (Friend 2004). Rawls (1971) here argues that the best society would be formed by principles of justice chosen by rational citizens behind a veil of ignorance, in which their own social status and goals would not affect their decisions. Hence, practitioners need orientation and useful criteria “to step conceptually out of their roles as powerful disseminators of persuasive promotional messages and to evaluate the equity of the appeal from the perspective of the weaker parties” (Baker, Martinson 2001, p. 166).


2Challenges for Advertising Critique in the Digital Age

With digitalization the scope and scale of ethical questions have increased. Tanyel, Stuart and Griffin (2013) date the beginning of Internet advertising back to 1994. During these last two decades it has evolved from placing banners to a wide variety of Internet techniques including video banners, viral marketing, rich media, social networking, search engine marketing, blogs, in-game advertising, emails, micro sites, user-generated content, mobile marketing and so forth (see the chapter on programmatic ad-tech in this volume).

One of the main issues in the digital advertising age refers to privacy and behavioral targeting. It is, without question, at the same time the biggest opportunity for advertisers as the collecting of data allows for the identification of consumers via cookies placed on their devices tracking all their online activities (Snyder 2011). Advertisers use these data to better target audiences in order to direct more specific ads to them. These data are also used to predict future behavior via the search for “statistical twins”. The availability of these (big) data bringing light into every single characteristic of our online behavior – from shopping via searching to media use – is probably the biggest threat from an ethical standpoint, because it raises questions of privacy. Privacy is concerned with the right of persons to determine what, to whom and to what extent they want to disclose information about themselves. The right of privacy, also widely regarded with the “general right of an individual to be let alone“, was formulated and published by Samuel Warren and Louis Brandeis in the Harvard Law Review in 1890 for the first time, a long time before the Internet was invented. In their seminal article the authors claimed:

“Recent inventions and business methods call attention to the next step which must be taken for the protection of the person, and for securing to the individual what Judge Cooley calls the right “to be let alone”. Instantaneous photographs and newspaper enterprise have invaded the sacred precincts of private and domestic life; and numerous mechanical devices threaten to make good the prediction that “what is whispered in the closet shall be proclaimed from the house-tops.” (Warren, Brandeis 1890, § 4).

Although the amount and type of data collected about users have changed, privacy issues and thus transparency are still an important aspect (Drumwright, Murphy 2009). In other words, one of the main tasks for critique and the ethics of digital advertising is to provide transparency about the way these data are collected and used and, moreover, to get users informed about their rights and to give them an opt-out opportunity.

A second challenge for digital advertising, and currently often discussed, is native advertising, a form of advertising that matches the appearance of the platform on which it is published. In other words, within the practice of native advertising “advertisers create or sponsor content intended to blend in with the editorial content” (Carlson 2015, p. 850). This, of course, raises questions about the blurring of lines between editorial and business operations in the media. It is clearly associated with endangering journalistic ethics, or as Carlson (2015, p. 850) puts it: “The close connection between journalistic autonomy and authority supports a separation between a news organization’s editorial and business functions, both internally through their discrete operations and in the news product through the unambiguous marking of what is editorial and what is advertising. These distinctions feed into the strictures of journalistic professionalism and the ideal that journalists be left alone to control their jurisdiction without interference”. From the perspective of advertising ethics native advertising “betrays” potential consumers by pretending to be editorial content. This undermines the credibility of just the media that need to reach audiences; they somehow kill the golden goose. The growing practice of native advertising in digital media is the more surprising and thus superfluous as advertising has begun to be perceived itself as entertainment. So the question arises: what kind of audiences can really be reached with native advertising and what will be the “price” for this illusion and betrayal in the long run (see the chapter on brand journalism in this volume)?


3Agents of Advertising Critique

A majority of advertising critique practices relate to images and visual communication: from ads depicting an excess of violence (so called shock advertising: Dahl et al. 2003, p. 268) to hypersexualized ads., e.g. children in sexualized postures (so called Lolita chic: Durham 2008) or a general “porn chic” (Gill 2007a, p. 73), to different kinds of “everyday” “-isms” such as exotism, postcolonial symbolism and hierarchies (Frith, Mueller 2010), and ageism (Carrigan, Szmigin 1999) – we see a multitude of different forms of offense in ads. Most of the ads violating ethics with regard to sexism; e.g. by sexualization without any product context (so called “eye-catcher advertising”), trivialization and depreciation of persons depicted through postures, objects, clothing, subtle or obvious slogans in the style of “old-boys’ jokes”, re-traditionalization using obsolete stereotypes which mainly depict women in obsequious poses. Also images of men as photo models or celebrities are almost exclusively assigned to a hegemonial manhood (Connell 2005): often young and white, slim, muscular, potent, heterosexual and financially independent – advertising subjects predominantly symbolize physical and mental strength, sportiness, risk and competition orientation, but also protection and safety. These traditional visual postures in advertising, although well known since the 1970s (Schmerl 1994, p. 134), are still alive, despite massive feminist, scientific and political critique.

The agents of advertising critique questioning these advertising practices and debating their individual and social consequences can be roughly categorized into three groups (besides legal regulation2): (1) actors of a general consumerism critique, (2) self-regulation by the branch itself, and (3) advertising interest groups of civil society.


4Actors of a General Consumerism Critique

“The mercantile juggernaut has moved in or swarmed over (. . .) Our historically treasured cultural values are either viewed as marketing impediments – such as democratic tools for civic assertiveness – or are commandeered, co-opted, or outright commodified in the service of corporate profits.” (Ralph Nader quoted in Jacobson, Mazur 1995, p. 8)

Advertising critique has always been part of a general consumption and commercialization critique. It has been stated that commercialism and the dominant promotion of materialism (Jacobson, Mazur 1995) affect both consumers’ minds and extraction of natural resources leading to enormous levels of superfluous production. Within affluent societies a high level of throw-away products are manufactured, many of them depleting basic resources such as water, air, soil and land, oil, carbon and metal ores. As a consequence, it has been argued that advertising in general is stealing people’s time, especially children’s attention and, moreover, it engenders conformism. Furthermore, the structure of marketing and advertising is undermining civic institutions (Barber 2007) and the whole media system (Baker 1994; Bourdieu 1998; Collins 1992). As the main revenue source for the media, advertising affects all parts of society: professional sports, schools and universities, the public space, public transportation, arts, politics, even the structures of nonprofit organizations and religions. In this wider sense of (a more radical) advertising critique we have a variety of different actors and areas of tension, primarily focusing on advertising’s role in the commercialization and commodification of the public sector.

Advertising critique is closely connected with its role in a general “economization” of the public sphere. As an example, Galbraith (1958) outlined segregation in modern industrial societies between the public and the private sectors. In the public sector, especially in the Western capitalistic systems with their tradition of economic liberalism, free education, hospitals, public social welfare, public transportation and other services, go unfilled or become precarious: “The community is affluent in privately produced goods. . . It is poor in the public services” (1958, p. 315). With increasing financial pressure in the public sector, more and more former public responsibilities are actually reduced or “economized”. Marketing interests and advertising logics have thus filled up the new spaces of a commercialized environment in postmodern society.

This is also the subject of Habermas’ theory of a bourgeois public sphere (1990). It begins with the assumption that the public sphere needs public access by all citizens in order to guarantee access to knowledge, media, public spaces, rational considerations and information, access to communicative negotiations – free of domination and pari passu. Accordingly, Habermas believes that, ideally, better arguments should assert qua prudence and not the argument of the most powerful lobbyists or the advertising strategists with the most salient images in public spaces. The public sphere is thus not an arena of market based, but discursive relationships, a stage for debating and deliberating instead of buying and selling (Fraser 2001, p. 109). In other words and following this line of argument, if private organizations replace public institutions the democratic core of civil liberty will be destroyed and – instead – be driven by market-based individual interests (Barber 2007). These presumptions do not only require an ongoing debate about the value of public goods, it also calls for the existence of a free (social) science independent of financial interests. Its actors should be free to reveal, describe and report the findings of independent investigations and normative appeals.

To sum up, intellectuals debating the role of advertising as a whole in the public sphere have always been important agents for the critique of advertising.


5Self-Regulatory Institutions

“Tout s’achète: l’amour, l’art, la planète Terre, vous, moi [. . .]” (Beigbeder 2000, p. 15)

The advertising industry addresses its responsibility for ethical standards through self-regulatory bodies. Self-regulatory bodies are typically established by the communication industry itself (e.g. media, advertisers, advertising and media agencies) and societal organizations (e.g. universities, lawyers, chambers of commerce) in order – according to their self-declarations – to maintain a high quality of advertising and ensure consumer trust and protection for the benefit of the industry as a whole. In the US the Federal Trade Commission – an independent agency of the US government – regulates advertising. This is complemented by the Advertising Self-Regulatory Council (ASRC; see Advertising Self-Regulatory Council 2016). In Europe many countries also have selfregulatory bodies that are responsible for listening to complaints from the public and establishing whether or not a particular ad or campaign should be withdrawn. In Europe, internal or self-regulation is implemented by the European Advertising Standards Alliance (2016), of which currently 38 self-regulatory bodies are members: 27 from 25 European countries and 11 from non-European countries, including India, Australia, Brazil, Peru, and Canada (Förster, Brantner 2016).

The various advertising councils follow ethic codices and self-regulatory principles. As an example, the ethical guidelines of the American Association of Advertising Agencies, funded in 1924 and revisited in 2011, proclaims: “Specifically, we will not knowingly create advertising that contains: a) False or misleading statements or exaggerations, visual or verbal, b) Testimonials that do not reflect the real opinion of the individual(s) involved, c) Price claims that are misleading, d) Claims insufficiently supported or that distort the true meaning or practicable application of statements made by professional or scientific authority, e) Statements, suggestions, or pictures offensive to public decency or minority segments of the population.” (American Association of Advertising Agencies 2011). These criteria are generally embedded in most of the ethical codes of self-regulation in Western countries.

Through these self-regulatory bodies practitioners are not only – more or less – active players in advertising critique, but as agents of production so to speak, they are at the same time the subject of their own critique. This, of course, creates contradictions and conflicts of interest. The advertising industry is itself characterized by a multiplicity of specializations and consequent fragmentation, a general “youthism” within the creative scene and a high level of fluctuation. This is aggravated by the prevailing market logic, specific working conditions, aesthetic decisions, dependence on clients’ budgets and marketing goals. In fact, the main driver is “freshness” – new products, new aesthetic codes and the rupture of taboos and rules are the scoops of the advertising industry; they guarantee personal success. Criticizing your own business thus in no small measure comes with a risk. So we can assume that whistleblowing and a critical voice can only be afforded by those who do not risk losing their jobs or who are not subject to the adjustment pressure of big companies. Given this, self-regulatory institutions are even more important as a “safe haven” for those individuals active in advertising critique that have concerns about practices in their own guild.


6Groups of Interest in Civil Society

In many cases the established self-regulation system was not able to modify the still extant offenses in advertising and myths such as “sex sells”. As an example, the European Council requested in this context higher ethical standards for the depiction of under-aged models with regard to the target group of girls and young women, but without creating new prohibitions or legal regulations for advertising. The Council takes three groups to task: advertisers as the producers, the media as distribution authority and the public as critical consumers (Council of Europe 2007). Hence, the question arises of how civil society accepts its responsibility in developing a higher sensitivity for offenses in advertising not only with regard to sexism, but advertising ethics in general.

6.1Advertising Watch Groups

An example of civil engagement in advertising critique are the local watch groups, as established in Austria (Vienna, Graz and Salzburg). They provide a platform for complaints regarding sexism in advertising. Based on Goffman’s seminal study (1979) and enhanced by newer empirical results regarding gender and stereotypes (Holtz-Bacha 2011; Kautt 2012; Schmerl 1994; Wilk 2002), a catalog of criteria has been developed by the group that serves as basis for decisions as to whether an advertisement is offensive or not (Kappel 2013a). The decisions of the group are published on the website, but are also picked up by the mass media.


6.2Journalists and Amateurs

The Internet provides an open space within the battle for visibility, attention and prominence: anyone can write blogs or articles, and anyone can uncover grievances that may be picked up by professional journalists who catapult them into the mass media. Never before has it been so easy to reach audiences, to distribute messages, to communicate critical activities and to criticize companies, brands and international corporations. One of the more prominent examples is the mock advertising of a blogger who calls herself “The Militant Baker”. She took the style of advertising of Abercrombie & Fitch, known for not selling plus-sizes but for “cool, good-looking people”, and replaced it with herself and the slogan “Attractive & Fat” (see Figure 2). The campaign went viral and caught the attention of mass media outlets who then reported it. This demonstrates how the Internet helps individuals to express and publish their critique of advertising practices independently of the access barriers of traditional media.

[image: ]
Figure 2: Mock advertising (Burton 2013)

But the mass media and thus professional journalists also take action to bring ethical offenses in advertising to public attention. Just one example among many is the lemon, a negative award that dieStandard, an online outlet of an Austrian quality newspaper, has dedicated to sexist advertisements and media content since 2010.


6.3Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO)

NGOs are a significant part of a general consumerism and also of advertising critique. They include organizations for feminism, antiracism, anti-violence, consumer protection, or environmental groups. As an example, the Clean Clothes Campaign (CCC) (2016) is a non-governmental organization that denounces the working conditions of the garment industry worldwide and thereby criticizes global brands by showing the divergence between their advertisements and real production conditions. The first CCC group was founded in Amsterdam in the late 1980s as a reaction to the bad working conditions of textile workers, mostly female, in low-wage countries. The CCC was also successful in other countries and meanwhile there are Clean Clothes groups in 15 European countries. The central question of production conditions in globalized mass production also became popular when Naomi Klein published her book “No Logo” in 2000. She demonstrated that big brand corporations do not use profit margins to improve working conditions, but instead profits are diverted to marketing and advertising budgets. Hence Klein’s conclusion is that the new capitalistic competition of global players takes place at the advertising level in order to gain the attention of well-funded elites worldwide and in Western countries in particular as the central addressees of their products (Klein 2000). This macroeconomic process described by Klein sixteen years ago, is still extant in international production. Although corporations and brands have weathered countless “shitstorms” following accidental deaths (e.g. in the textile industry) and have published many CSR reports about ecological responsibility and working conditions, this logic of production is still an on-going practice (Frith, Mueller 2010).

Besides work and human rights, especially in developing countries, the struggle for natural resources is central to consumer and advertising critique. In recent decades environmental groups have been active in order to prevent ecological damage, such as deforestation, soil erosion, unfiltered chemicals and toxic spills from industrial waste, land appropriation for mono cultures (palm oil, soy, cotton, etc.) and genetically modified seeds and fertilizers (e.g., Monsanto, Novartis). One example from the number of NGOs, environmental groups and individuals is Vandana Shiva, an Indian activist, physicist, biologist and receiver of the alternative Nobel Prize. She reported about the struggle of small farmers for essential access to water from the regional springs that were privatised to the Coca-Cola Corporation. This grassroots movement became public by first regional and then international media coverage. However, it was difficult to get the mass media to report the incident because Coca-Cola is an important advertiser and as such is important to a lot of media companies (Shiva 2002).

These examples illustrate two vital aspects: first, NGOs have an important role in advertising critique as they become more and more professional in their online communication activities. As such they are a source for critical journalistic reporting for the traditional media, but even more so for the growing alternative media (e.g. VICE). Second, the Internet is central to the independent publicizing of these practices and to the distribution of petitions against the destructive behavior of global players. Meanwhile there are various websites providing a platform to enter petitions (e.g. ipetitions.com; change.org). Petitions against advertising practices make up a large part of theses websites, which illustrates that civil society is undeniably an important actor in advertising critique.


6.4Educators

Another important group in active advertising critique are educators in kindergardens, schools and universities, as well as parents who engage in projects dealing with consumption critique, production conditions and participation in the economy.
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