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ABSTRACf 

This paper examines the role of language in advertising by presenting two groups of sublects (one 

of college students, one of eighth grade students> with a collection of phrases used in actual product 

promotions and recording their reactions to those phrases. Subjects were questioned about both the 

characteristics of the product being advertised and the target audience of the phrase itself. The second 

part of the experiment asked subjects to match a set of products with likely slogans. It was discovered 

that the surface semantic content of the phrases plays a minimal role in establishing the image of the 

product in the mind of the consumer. Subjects were able to intuit with reasonable accuracy several 

features of the products without any mention of those features in the actual phrase. It was observed 

that, in general, college students were slightly more accurate in predicting a product's characteristics. 

A reasonable variation in terms of which characteristics were best predicted between the two age 

groups was also established. Part II revealed that certain types of products are more easily matched 

with the correct phrase depending on the age of the subject group. Part II also demonstrated that certain 

styles of language may be used to promote more than one product. 

INTRODuerION 

Every year, advertising agencies spend billions of dollars researching consumer 

preferences and market expectations. In 1985, over 18 billion dollars was spent on 

advertising in the United States alone. (Statistical Abstracts, 1989) The age of mass 

media has eliminated the need for honest representation and obvious 

interpretation. Today, advertising is comprised of a series of techniques and 

strategies all designed to create an image for the product being sold. And although 

hundreds of studies have been published as to the best methods of promoting 

practically any product imaginable, there, is still some uncertainty as to what effects 

any particular advertisement will have on a consumer. 

To understand the full effect, one would have to look at each individual 
, 

medium within the advertisement. That is, to study the impact of a television 

commercial, one would not only need to do research on the effect of the visual 

stimuli created by the picture, but also the audio imaging created by the soundtrack 

behind the picture. In addition, one would have to carefully dissect the linguistic 

features of the language used to promote the product. While many have argued that 

one medium might have more power over the human mind than the others 

2 



(Chaiken and Eagly, 1983), everyone agrees that each of these agents plays an 

important part in infl~encing the consumer. 

Naturally, the seller would want her product to be characterized as a high 

quality good worthy of the buyer. But how does one offer a cheap pack of cigarettes 

as something deserving of the consumer's attention? "The surface manifestations, 

system of appearances of the various campaigns, outlined the merits of the 

advertised goods and services in some appealing terms, which appeared to be 

relevant to the nature of the product or its potential use." (Leymore, 1982) More 

accurately, whatever the product to be sold happens to be, the job of the advertiser is 

to make it sound appealing. If the product is of high quality, then the advertiser's 

job is simple -- promote the true characteristics of the product. If the product is of 

lesser quality, then the advertiser succeeds by masking the true characteristics of the 

product in some visual, audio, or linguistics imagery, leading the consumer to 

believe the product is clean, durable, inexpensive, or reputable. 

As a psycholinguist, I was most interested in the effect of the language used in 

advertising and the impact it has on prospective consumers. It was my initial belief 

that the prominent slogans used in advertisements conveyed a rather significant 

amount of information not represented in the surface semantics of the phrase itself. 

Many researchers have studied the role of attribution theory in advertising (Smith 

and Hunt, 1978; Settle and Golden, 1974), but their efforts concentrate on the 

consumer's trust in the advertiser. While Settle and Golden asked their subjects 

whether they thought the ad was phrased that way because the advertiser wanted to 

sell his product or because it represented the true characteristics of the product, I was 

more interested in the consumer's feelings about the product itself. I chose to study 

the effects of the language used to create the .attributions in the first place. I thought 

that certain types of sentence structures and even certain types of words within those 

sentences would influence the way a potential consumer viewed a product in a 

manner similar to that used by subliminal aqvertising. 
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Moreover, I was curious as to the effects of the double-standard now being 

created in the world of the consumer. On the one hand, consumers are in their own 

minds always out for the best deal. The avid shopper will price several brands and 

determine which one is the most frugal. On the other hand, consumers don't want 

to be constantly buying lesser quality goods. The social consumer wants his 

neighbors to see how much he cares about what he is purchasing. Characteristics 

like appearance and brand-name become important in the selection process. How 

does the advertiser mold the image of her product to meet both of these standards? 

Most campaigns reflect the view that the advertisement must suggest some 

combination of both or create the image of a superlative amount of either. In other 

words, ad campaigns ar~ designed to either demonstrate that a product is both 

inexpensive and high quality or to show that a product is of such high quality or so 

inexpensive that the other considerations are irrelevant. 

To understand how these types of slogans are created, one must first 

understand the mental processes involved in sifting through the phrases. 

"Persuasion by advertising is accomplished through a complex structural decoding 

process. The message which is deciphered in the mind of the potential consumer, is 

the ultimate distillation of all the surface manifestations in the system of 

appearances." (Leymore, 1982) The experiment described below was designed to 

single out one of the surface manifestations, the language, and examine its role in 

the characterization of the product. 

During the initial conception of the experiment, I had concerns about how to 

isolate one aspect of persuasion in advertising. I couldn't use television or radio 

because of the extraneous non-linguistic features of those media. The impact of 

visual stimuli or audio background could create an environment in which the 

language being used was only secondary. In fact, I had my reservations about using 

magazine ads simply because they too offered some non-linguistic persuasion in the 

form of color photos. But I had a great deal of difficulty gathering the test material 

from newspapers or phone books (which were the only two popular media I could 
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think of that might contain ad slogans without pictures or sounds). I settled for 

slogans from magazines because they were the closest to being exclusively language

based advertisements. 

I also suspected that there might be an interesting difference in the responses to 

these ads for different age groups. I was interested in examining whether younger 

students would make different associations with the phrases and their products. I 

thought that the younger students' might devote more of their attention to 

advertising thus leading them to be more accurate not only with their 

characterizations of the products, but also with their predictions about what the 

product actually was.1 Someone who watches hours of television might have a 

better idea of what advertisers are really trying to say when they create a slogan. 

Granted, there is only a minimal age difference between the two groups of subjects, 

but nevertheless, several strong comparisons can be made. 

, I say this as a result of my experiences as a child and from observing my younger 
brothers's ability to remember a product's characteristics from the ad used to promote it. 
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Preparation 

The initial phase of the experiment involved the collection of the sample 

phrases. The test material was collected from recent issues three popular magazines, 

Life, Ms., and Sports Illustrated. Thirty-one phrases in all were listed. The 

intention was to get as many different types of products as possible while still taking 

relatively equal amounts from each magazine. 

Part I 

Two groups of subjects were tested. The first group (17 subjects) was a class of 

Swarthmore students varying in age from 18 to 22. The second group (19 subjects) 

was a class of eighth grade students from Swarthmore-Rutledge K-8 (age 12 to 13). ' In 

both cases, the experiment was conducted in the classroom as a brief interruption of 

their normal lecture. 

Subjects were given a response sheet on which there were seven columns and 

ten rows. Each row corresponded to a particular advertisement catch-phrase. Each 

column referred to a particular characteristic of those phrases. The subjects were 

instructed to report their initial impressions of the product being advertised and the 

intended consumer targets of the advertisement. The categories on the data sheet 

were as follows (See Appendix A): Expensive or Inexpensive type of product; 

Expensive or Inexpensive brand of product; phrase directed at Males or Females; 

phrase directed at Children or Adults; product is Investment, Splurge or Necessity; 

product is Foreign or Domestic; and actual Product being advertised. With the less 

obvious categories, a simple example was given to clarify what was being tested.2 

2 For the first two categories, I suggested that an expensive type of product would be 
shoelaces, but gold-tipped ones would be an expensive brand. For the investment - splurge 
- necessity category, I suggested that stocks might be an investment, a lottery ticket might bp 
a splurge purchase and eggs might be some sort of necessity. Neither example used any of 
the products for which phrases were collected. 
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For the final column, I instructed the subjects to indicate their best guess as to 

the actual product being advertised. As an attempt at avoiding blank answers, I 

informed the subjects that in preliminary experiments, this task had proved very 

difficult, and that they should not worry about any uncertainty they might have. 

Subjects were also instructed to make the best approximation when they were 

uncertain about the phrase's characteristics. The final part of the instruction was for 

the subjects to mark any phrases that seemed familiar to them with an asterisk and 

continue to answer the questions.3 I then proceeded to read aloud each of the 

phrases. Each phrase was pronounced twice, with as little intonation variation as 

possible. 

Part II 

Also included on the data sheet was a list of products (American Car, Foreign 

Car, Liquor, Cigarettes). Subjects were given a list of twenty-one authentic 

advertising phrases (collected by the same method as in Part One, see Appendix D) 

and asked to match the products to their corresponding phrases. Subjects were 

instructed that they could use any number of phrases for each product and that one 

phrase could be used for more than one product. 

3 I wanted to make sure that a phrase's characteristics weren't predetermined by a 
subject's previous knowledge of the product. 
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RESULTS 

Part I 

Several steps were taken in the process of evaluating the data for Part I. First, 

two "product-informed judges", both independent of the experiment, were asked 

what they would have reported as characteristics for the list of products if given the 

same questionnaire but with the actual products already listed. I combined their 

answers with mine to get the definition of what I will call correct answers.4 That is, 

this list represents what the subjects would have reported about the products (not 

the phrases) had they known ahead of t~me what was being advertised. This list is 

given in Appendix B. 

Second, all responses that had been marked with asterisks (Le., were familiar to 

the subject) were separated from the data. Over half of the cases in which a subject 

reported that she was familiar with the phrase, she in fact thought the product was 

something other than it actually was. However, these answers were still tainted by 

an association with some product (even if it wasn't the product). Since I was testing 

the message-carrying capacity of the phrase, I want the subjects to report their 

impressions of that phrase, not of the product itself. 

Third, the remaining answers were added up and compared according to , 
percentage correct. The results of that tally ate given below in Tables 1 and 2. Each 

row represents one phrase read during Part I of the experiment. The numbers given 

reflect the percent of the time the students reported what was established as the 

correct answer. At the bottom of the chart are the averages of each category. These 

numbers demonstrate which categories were easier to predict for the students. 

4 I made myslef a product-informed judge as well. If at least two of the product-informed 
judges agreed on a characteristic, that was chosen as the correct one. 
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Table 1 - % Correct - College Students 

Phrase Ell type Ell brand MLE CLA I1S/N F/D Product 

1) 87 0 0 100 73 93 33 

2) 79 88 7 , 88 64 0 0 

3) 38 25 19 100 44 63 0 

4) 6 56 6 100 63 13 13 

5) 93 93 93 100 36 79 93 

6) 50 30 50 100 80 100 10 

7) 100 73 87 100 60 100 13 

8) 53 25 25 94 56 81 19 

9) 79 43 21 100 7 86 0 

lQl 65 12 ~ ==== 100 .l2 ~ =:M 
Avg. 65 45 40 98 51 67 22 

Table 2 - % Correct - Eighth Graders 

Phrase Ell type Ell brand MLE aA ' I1S/N ELD. Product 

1) 63 32 53 100 58 79 5 

2) 56 81 6 56 81 60 0 

3) 11 67 67 100 28 33 0 

4) 15 69 0 92 23 15 0 

5) 81 69 38 100 19 81 63 

6) 42 50 17 100 42 58 25 

7) 100 65 59 65 29 82 0 

8) 31 69 38 85 69 85 0 

9) 100 36 45 73 55 73 36 

lQl 73 20 ..lQ. 87 27 ...5a 67 

Avg. 57 52 34 86 43 62 20 
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Part II 

In respect to Part II of the experiment, the tabulation of the data was more 

complicated. As you will recall, part of the instructions for completing Part n was 

that any number of phrases could be used for each product. Unfortunately, the 

subjects took this advice a little too seriously and reported huge numbers of phrases. 

Often, subjects would list upwards of 10 phrases for each product, making any 

linguistic analysis of which phrases went most often with which products nearly 

impossible. 

In order to accommodate this "overflow" of data, I choose to follow the same 

procedure as in Part I. Once again, I established a list of which phrases actually did 

correspond to one of the products. Those phrases I called correct. I then calculated 

two separate figures. First, what percentage of the total number of phrases listed for 

each product was correct (Table 3) and second, which phrases were chosen most 

often for any of the categories (Table 4). 

Table 3 - Average Percent Correct - Part II 

College Students 

Eighth Graders 

Total # of Responses: 

College Students 

Eighth Graders 

American Car 

37 

40 

114 

91 

Foreign Car 

1 

6 

80 

77 

Liquor 

50 

35 

67 

63 

Cigarettes 

19 

25 

50 

58 

Table 3 is designed to show which products were best matched with their corresponding phrases. The 
numbers represent the average percentages of correct answers per total number of answers given. The 
lower half of the table shows the actual number of phrases matched to each product by each subject 
group. 
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Table 4 - Commonly Matched Phrases 

American Car: #1 - 18, #2 - 17, #*4 - 20, #6 - 16, #*10 - 30, #14 - 16, #16 - 19 

Foreign Car: #2 - 17, #4 - 16, #5 - 13, #11 - 22, #19 - 26 

Liquor: #7 - 14, #*13 - 18, #*15 - 17, #*20 - 16 

Cigarettes: #*9 - 20, #13 - 16, # 20 - 17, # 21 - 7 

In Table 4, the first number represents a phrase selected by the subject for the prodQct and the second 
number indicates how many subjects actually matched that phrase to the product. An asterisk indicates 
that this phrase actually does go with the product. 

DISCUSSION 

Part I 

The results reported in Tables 1 and 2 reveal several interesting points about 

the associations people tend to make with certain types of phrases and about the 

differences between college students and eighth graders. In discussing these results, I 

will first focus on the particular answers given in each column, then move to a 

more general perspective on the data. Several parts of the experiment are tainted by 

small flaws in its design. These experimental design questions are discussed in the 

section on recommendations for future research. 

In looking at Tables 1 and 2, one should be immediately aware of the 

exceptionally high accuracy rates for this column (98% for Swarthmore Students, 

86% for Eighth Graders). In tabulating the data, I noticed an extremely high 

concentration of phrases were predicted to be directed at adults. It was then that I 

realized that unlike other characteristics in the experiment, all the ads were directed 

at adults. Since I didn't collect any slogans from a magazine that could be classified 

as addressing children, I should have expected to see 100 percent accuracy here. 

There are two explanations for the variation in the data. First, as is the case 

with many experiments, subjects have the tendency to think that every option is 

there for a reason. Why would the experimenter have a category for children if 

there were no ads directed at children? Therefore, the subject begins searching for 
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those ads even remotely immature in nature and assigns associates them with the 

younger consumer. In many cases, subjects took products that might be used by 

children (Le., sneakel'!s or jeans) and said those ads were directed at children since the 

ones for liquor and cj.garettes certainly weren't. 

Second, the term "child" is not very exact. It is possible that the confusion over 

what exactly was 'meant by the label created the imperfection in the data. This claim 

is supported to a certain degree by the variation between the two age groups. Notice 

that, on the average, the eighth graders had a much lower level of accuracy in this 

column. I believe this is a result of their definition of child. If the younger students 

are including themselves in the child category, then any ads they feel might be 

directed at them are reported as directed at children. It is much easier for the 

younger kids to see themselves as representing what the experimenter was referring 

to as children. The college students, on the other hand, have to try and remember 

back to when they were "kids" and visualize what kind of ads were most appealing 

to them then. Appropriately, none of these ads seemed like the ones they used to see 

in their Ranger Rick magazines. 

Another interesting set of results from Tables 1 and 2 were the 

Expensive/Inexpensive answers. I felt the inclusion of both questions in the 

experiment was critical for the simple reason that otherwise, the degree of 

uncertainty in the data would skyrocket. I wanted to make sure that I knew what 

price characteristics the subjects were referring to.5 Even with both questions, there 

were still many "gray" areas for answers. Regardless, both of these columns 

represent two of the highest accuracy percentages on the table. In other words, 

slogans are easily associated with a price range. 

What I found interesting was the variation between the level of accuracy on 

the type of product and the brand of product. First, notice that for both groups of 

subjects, the price range of the type is more obvious than that of the brand. This 

5 Preliminary research indicated that merely asking whether a product was inexpensiv 
or not would leave a ''blind spot" in the data. Some products sound expensive but aren't (E 
brand, I Type) and others are budget versions of expensive products (I Brand, E Type). 
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makes sense, since it is easier to distinguish the price difference between a car and a 

cigarette than between two types of cars. Second, the college students had a much 

easier time determining whether a product type was expensive or inexpensive, 

while the eighth graders were better at establishing which brand is expensive. I 

found this interesting because I would expect exactly the opposite. As mentioned 

above, college students read these kinds of magazines more often and should 

consequently be more familiar with this type of advertising. One would expect them 

to be more accurate in predicting any products characteristics. But more specifically, 

the fact that college students are theoretically more independent (Le., more 

financially responsible) should lead them to have a better idea of how much 

products cost. The eighth graders still have everything paid for by their parents, and 

have no real reason to pay attention to price. I suspect that since the data reflect 

relatively similar percentages, some outside influence caused the unexpected values 

(Le., maybe the fact that the younger students all live in a relatively wealthy 

community distorted the way they look at products in general). 

There were, however, two confusing elements to this part of the experiment 

which may have had an effect on the data. First, in looking at the raw data, it was 

obvious that some subjects had confused the I and the E. Several times, subjects 

would report a car as an inexpensive type of product or a candy bar as expensive. I 

chose to leave all the d~ta alone because again, there are a lot of gray areas. I couldn't 

be sure as to which answers were a result of a mix-up in the abbreviations and which 

were honest reports. 

Second, as was the case in the question referring to children, there was some 

degree of uncertainty as to what constituted expensive. A perfect example of this is 

phrase #1, which promotes Metropolitan Life Insurance. Besides the fact that 

students in either group should have no idea how expensive or inexpensive life 

insurance really is, how does one judge something that is paid on a monthly basis? 

The fact that it costs $100 a month might make it inexpensive, but the fact that over 

the course of the year it costs you $1,200 might push it into the expensive category. 
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Proof that 'this problem exists comes from the product-informed judges who helped 

my establish the correct answers. Even when the products were listed, some people 

had a hard time determining what was expensive or not. 

The interesting point to be made here is that the more difficulty the product

informed judges had with establishing the correct answers, the more interesting the 

data becomes. Since I have established the fact that I am not really, concerned With 

the product itself but rather with the language used to advertise it, then the less a 

subject can rely on her guess for what the product is, the more she has to rely on the 

language in the slogan. High accuracy percentages in the investment, splurge, 

necessity column reflect more about the impact of the language used than high 

accuracy percentages in the foreign or domestic column. So, for example, one might 

look at the second phrase in Tables 1 and 2 and see that a large percentage of subjects 

could tell that this was a splurge product. Then, one could look at the slogan, "the 

stuff legends are made of," and notice that it contains very flashy and dramatic 

language. Drambuie is an exclusive French liqueur, usually purchased for some 

special occasion. The message being conveyed is "you may not need this product, 

but it sure would make you a legend in your neighborhood." 

On the other hand, the sixth row also scored high for accuracy in the 

investment, splurge, necessity column. The phrase "quality you can depend on" is 

promoting L.L. Bean clothing. Everyone needs to buy clothing. Since you're buying 

it anyway, you might as well buy something that you can depend on. The language 

here conveys a sense of durability. Words like quality and depend suggest that 

although this brand might cost a little more, it is worth it. 

Of all the questions answered, the one concerning whether the product is 

foreign or domestic was the most reliable. Since there is no gray area in re~pect to 

this question, it was easy for the subjects to pick one or the other. More importantly, 

however, was the level of accuracy for this question. Next to the exaggerated 

children/ adults question, this column shows the highest percentages. The fact that 

subjects were so deft at predicting what phrases were promoting foreign products 
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suggests that there are certain language patterns that can tip off the consumer. One 

possibility deals with the style used in the slogans. In Part I, the phrases associated 

with foreign goods use language that creates an image of distinction or aloofness. 

Key words like legends, art, and no comparison lead the consumer to think the 

product is better than she is used to. 

The American products, on the other hand, rely more on words like quality, 

reliability, and experience. None of the phrases in this sample mentions anything 

about separating the consumer from her fellow consumers. Foreign products carry 

with them a certain mystique, and the language used to promote them reflects that. 

American products compete more against each other, and the. language used in their 

slogans points to things that American consumers want. It seems that while foreign 

products are spending their time trying to distinguish themselves from the 

competition, American products are bringing everything "back to the basics." 

By far the most interesting question from my point of view was the one asking 

subjects to name the product being promoted. The most striking characteristic of 

these answers was the excessive presence of cars as guesses. One phrase, "an instinct 

for quality," had zero correct responses but over 88% of the eighth grade subjects 

thought the slogan was for a car. It seems that whenever the subject had no clue as 

to the type of product, the response became car. In fact, of the four phrases 

representing automobiles in the sample, none of them scored a zero for accuracy in 

the college student survey and two of the phrase in the eighth grade group were 

over 60%. 

My explanation for the overwhelming distribution of this response is the 

overwhelming presence of automobile ads in the world. Although Ms. magazine 

had more ads for other products, both Life and Sports Illustrated were riddled with 

car ads. Television commercials are equally saturated with these promotions. It 

makes perfect sense for subjects to report car when they are uncertain about the 

product if for no other reason than probability. 
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A second interesting feature of the list of products surfaced in the ninth phrase 

in the sample. A large percentage of the eighth graders thought that this slogan was 

for jeans. I realized that the phrase was extremely similar, if not identical to an old 

campaign for Jordache Jeans. One area of confusion in this column stems from the 

possibility that there might be a certain degree of overlap in the advertising industry. 

While I'm sure copyright laws prevent exact duplication, many ads do share certain 

styles.6 

A final issue worth mentioning about the product column was its influence on 

the other questions. As I mentioned earlier, it was important to the experiment that 

the subjects based their answers on the language in the phrase. H they knew what 

the product was, I wanted them to mark it so that I would know when they weren't 

relying on the phrase itself to answer the questions. Unfortunately, it is possible that 

some people heard a slogan (which they didn't recognize), thought of a product, and 

then answered the questions accordingly. Since they didn't recognize the phrase, the 

wouldn't use an asterisk, but they also weren't using the linguistic clues in the 

slogan to answer the questions. For example, if I had used an ad for a cologne from 

Ms. magazine, the product would indicate that the phrase was directed at men, but 

the phrase should actually be directed at women since it comes from a magazine 

read almost exclusively by women. Since the subject had predetermined the product 

in this fashion, the data received would be descriptive of the product, not the 

linguistic influence of the phrase. 

From a more general perspective, one feature stands out from the rest. For all 

of the questions, on average, the college students were slightly more accurate than 

the eighth graders (Le., when the average accuracy percentages were averaged, they 

showed that the college students were correct 55.4% of the time. Eighth graders were 

correct only 50.6% of the time). Although these figures show some variation, the 

6 This point is another potential explanation of the large percentage of subjects believing 
the product was an automobile. The more different ads there are for a particular type of 
product, the more likely it is that that product's slogan is going to remind the consumer o. 
the heavily advertised one. This also plays a role in the discussion of Part n below. 
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difference is not statistically significant. I had expected college students to be 

somewhat more accurate for two reasons. First, since the slogans were taken from 

ads in primarily adult magazines, it is likely that college students would be more 

familiar with them. I thought that even if the ad itself was not familiar to the 

subject, the style of advertising would be more familiar. Consequently, they should 

have an easier time of identifying a products characteristics. 

Second, college students, especially Swarthmore students, are expected to be 

more astute. I thought that the above average intellect associated with Swarthmore 

students would help them in reading through the hidden agendas presented by the 

slogans. Having the experience in sorting through linguistic symbolism, college 

students should be better at discerning what the slogan is really trying to get across. 

One final note, I want to remind the reader that these slogans are from ads 

which offer more than a simple phrase as their selling tool. Because some ads are 

more picture oriented, the overall accuracy for a particular subject might be 

somewhat misleading. The advertiser might have been depending on the message 

conveyed by the picture that accompanied the phrase rather than the phrase itself. 

Moreover, I was aware of the fact that the younger subjects believed that the slogans 

came from television ads. Who knows whether this misunderstanding played a 

role in the accuracy variations observed between the two groups of subjects. 

Part II 

At first glance of the raw data received from Part II of the experiment, I thought 

there would be no way to discern any interesting information about the effect of 

language in advertising, let alone confirm so~e sort of hypothesis. Nevertheless, a 

more dedicated review of the data revealed several noteworthy discoveries of the 

second stage of the research. The following section will explain those discoveries 

and the tables that demonstrate them as well as point out some snags which surfaced 
, 

and potentially altered the data. 
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In discussing Table 3, several explanatory notes need to be put forth. First, the 

numbers shown in the table are averages of accuracy percentages. To obtain these 

figures, each subject's answers for each product were tallied. Each subject had some 

percentage of correct answers per set of phrases matched with a product. All of the 

individual percentages were averaged to reveal the overall ability of the subject 

groups to match a product with a phrase. So, according to Table 3, if a subject were to 

list five phrases for an American car, odds are that two of those phrases would 

actually be real-world slogans for that product. 

One column that might surprise the reader is low percentage of accuracy for. 

the foreign cars. Unfortunately, of all the phrases offered in the pool for Part IT (see 

Appendix C), only one was promoting a foreign car. As a result, unless subjects 

picked this one phrase relatively exclusively, the percentage of accuracy decreased 

significantly. As the results indicate, many subjects missed this phrase altogether. 

I included the total number of phrases at the bottom because some products 

received far more responses than others, indicating that perhaps subjects were more 

confident in their responses to the later products than the automobiles. (Although, 

again, the overwhelming quantity of car ads in the media distorts the expected 

values for this example.) As one scans from left to right on Table 3, the values get 

increasingly smaller. In other words, subjects tended to report fewer matches after a 

few times through the list. There are two potential explanations for this behavior. 

First, the subjects could simply have been more confident with their matches for the 

later products. If they weren't sure of which ads might match with the early 

products, they would be expected to put several down (Le., the "shotgun effect"). By 

increasing the number of guesses, they increase their chances of getting one right. 

But if this were the case, I would also expect lower accuracy rates for these 

products.7 Instead, the automobile matches were relatively high. The unknown 

effect of the large presence of car ads prevents any concrete conclusion here. 

7 Going back to the shotgun analogy, the shotgun might be excellent for hitting one 
particular target, but its hit-per-pellet ratio is very low. Subjects would have no way of 
knowing whether I was looking for number of hits or number of hits per "shot" fired. 
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A second possibility is that subjects began to run out of phrases. Although I 

specifically instructed the subjects that one phrase could be matched with more than 

one product, I can see how subjects might subconsciously avoid this possibility. H 

the subject views the list of phrases as a pool of data to be used, then each time the 

subject reads throug~ the list, phrases which haven't been used stand out and 
I 

phrases which have been used fade away. As would be expected, the accuracy 

percentages also drop in for the last group of products. 

Specifically, look carefully at the values recorded for products like liquor and 

cigarettes. I was not surprised by the increase in accuracy for college students when 

asked to match liquor to a phrase. College students spend a good deal of time 

around liquor, and should be quite familiar with the style of advertising used to 

promote it. Eighth graders, on the other hand, should not be familiar with these 

kinds of ads and should demonstrate moderate accuracy levels for this category. 

The relatively low values for the cigarette category were somewhat surprising 

to me. I expected to see fairly high accuracy in this group more than the others 

because I feel the style of cigarette ads is very definitive. Most cigarette ads talk about 

three characteristics, pleasure, taste, and quality. I thought that the two phrases I 

included in the pool were sufficiently representative of other promotions. Besides 

the possibility that I am just wrong, it is conceivable that the products position in the 

questionnaire lowered the subject's level of accuracy. Since liquor promotions carry 

a very similar message, it is possible that subjects associated a particular phrase with 

liquor, and stigmatized it against the cigarette match. In other words, as the subject 

reads along the list of phrases looking for a match for liquor, she comes along 

"quality above all." Even though this is really a slogan for a cigarette, she notices a 

strong similarity between this and other liquor ads so she matches this with liquor. 

N ow, as she searches for a match for cigarette, this phrase will already be associated 

with something else. The subject will now begin to look for another potential 

slogan for the product. The result should be a combination of lower accuracy 

percentages and a lower number of responses. Both are demonstrated in Table 3. 

19 



Table 4 serves the purpose of pinpointing where these other matches took 

place. For each product, the most common phrases matched to them are listed with 

the number of subjects who made the match. The first feature to notice is that there 

are a relatively small number of correct matches on the list. American cars have 

only one popular match, foreign cars don't have any, and cigarettes only have one. 

Clearly, subjects were relying on the shotgun effect for finding the right answer. The 

more phrases listed, the greater the subject's chances of being correct. 

Also demonstrated here, however, is the idea that certain products share 

similar styles of language. As noted in the discussion of Part I, there is some degree 

of stylistic overlap in many advertising slogans. Often, similar products will use 

similar styles so as to associate their product with the rest of the market. Phrase 2 

and 4 are both very common to both car categories8 and phrases 13 and 20 are often 

matched with both liquor and cigarettes. I was actually very surprised to see that 

liquor and cigarettes didn't share more matching phrases. I expected to see more 

overlap between the cigarette and liquor slogans because both of them market 

similar products (drugs). The language used for these types of products is often very 

distinctive. Evidently, more creative techniques are being employed to establish a 

distinction between cigarettes and liquor. One possible explanation for this change is 

the increasing tension surrounding cigarette smoking. It is possible that liquor 

companies no longer wan~ to be associated in the same category with cigarettes. 

What used to be a "cool" partnership might now be working against the liquor 

advertisers. Perhaps they have intentionally altered their style of advertising to 

separate themselves from a negative image. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

8 I had previously established that American car companies use words like quality and 
style more often while foreign cars use more distinctive language in promotions. Phrase 
#4, "Quality has never been foreign,to X" should be a somewhat standard slogan for 
American cars. I believe the rationale for the high number of matches with the foreign cal 
has to do .with the fact that "foreign" is actually mentioned in the phrase. Subjects see this 
and are inclined to match it with something else foreign. 
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In the course of tabulating the data, I noticed a series of potential problems 

with my experimental design. I wanted to include this section so that any attempts 

to repeat or improve this experiment could avoid the same problems. Keep in mind 

that I have no real idea how serious an impact these changes would have made, and 

that the above discussion is based on the data collected regardless of my concerns. 

The first concern I had was in relation to the question about whether the ad 

was directed at males or females. As I mentioned in the introduction, the selection 

of which magazines I would draw the ads from was critical to the structure of the 

experiment. I chose these particular magazines for two exclusive reasons. First, 

since none of them are news or business magazines, I expected a high concentration 

of popular products advertisements (as opposed to ads seen in The Wall Street 

Journal). Second, and more importantly, I needed some way to distinguish the 

gender of the target consumer. I hoped that by relying on one relatively neutral 

magazine (Life) and two relatively gender-specific magazines (Ms. predominantly 

read by women and Sports Illustrated predominantly read by men) I would be able to 

collect an adequate range of slogans. 

What I neglected to consider while I was designing the questionnaire was the 

fact that neuter should be an option. If it is true that ads in Life are directed at both 

males and females (which I have to assume if I am to try and establish that the other 

magazines are gender-specific), then I should have offered subjects the option of 

reporting "both". Luckily, several subjects "broke the rules" and reported both 

anyway, but the evidence suggests that the percentages would have been somewhat 

higher had the other column been available. If we look at the accuracy for those 

phrases that were gender specific (44%) as compared to the accuracy for the non

gender specific (26%), we see that subjects were more accurate when the correct 

answer was listed as an option. 

There were similar problems with the question characterizing the products as 

investments, splurges, or necessities. The original questionnaire had only two 
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categories, investment or splurge and was designed to determine whether the 

subject felt the product was durable (and worth a higher cost, perhaps) or whether 

the product was flashy and worthwhile for the purpose of showing off. I had to add 

the third category because the were several products that didn't fit in to either of the 

first two. Unfortunately, the third category didn't quite cover all of the products 

either. Again, the evidence for the error comes from the product-informed judges. 

Many of the products, like insurance or clothing, were easily characterized as 

one of the three options. Some were more difficult because of their functions in 

reality, but still could be classified under one of the three categories. Cigarettes, for 

example, are considered a necessity because once the addiction has been established, 

there is no way to avoid buying them. (Advertisers don't usually encourage non

smokers to start, rather they encourage smokers to try their brand.) Finally, there 

was a groups of products for which none of the categories applied perfectly. These 

included items like cars and liquor. For some people, a car is a necessity. For others, 

it is a splurge. Liquor is classified as a splurge simply because it is usually something 

people buy for a special occasion (especially the liquors being advertised in the 

examples). 

Both of these concerns/recommendations relates to helping the subjects make 

their associations. By adding a column for ''both'' and a more rigid system for 

evaluating whether a product is a splurge, investment, or necessity, I would have 

only increased the accuracy figures across the board. There is no reason to think that 

either of these changes would have a greater effect on one subject group or another. 
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CONCLUSION 

Clearly, and as should be expected, linguistic features of advertising slogans 

play an important role in the messages conveyed by advertisements. Moreover, the 

effects of the language vary as the age of the target group varies. Needless to say, the 

research done by advertising agencies as to what type of ad will work best on a 

particular target group is important. 

But despite the billions of dollars spent by advertising agencies researching 

demographics, their work is still imperfect. The experiment described above brings 

to the surface a number of interesting points, not the least of which being that 

advertising is not always successful. Whether the goal of the ad is to suggest what 

the product is or just to offer some of the product's characteristics, the data from this 

experiment suggest that slogans are often unsuccessful. Granted, each of these ads 

was accompanied by a picture of the product being advertised !hus reducing the 'need 

for the slogan to convey information. But it was nevertheless surprising to me that 

the language used wasn't more apt at conveying some message relating to the 

product. 

I also have no way of knowing whether these are successful ad campaigns. It is 

possible that many of these ads were discarded because they failed to meet the goals 

of the advertiser. Some slogans were more successful than others (Phrases #5 and 

#10 had high accuracy percentages, Phrases #3 and #4 had considerably lower 

accuracy percentages), but most were able to convey their message with about 50% 

accuracy. 

In respect to the variation between the age groups, I though it was interesting 

that the college students weren't even more accurate then the data indicate. The 

slogans were taken from magazines they read, or are at least more familiar with. 

The ads should have been targeted for people more like them than the eighth 

graders. And, being the high powered students that they are, they should have had 

better success at seeing through the linguistic masks put on by the advertiser. 
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However, it is possible that the students who participated in the study were not very 

"market oriented". Perhaps they don't pay any attention to advertising because they 

are too busy with their studies. Or perhaps the unforeseen influences played more 

of a role than one would expect. One possibility is that the age differences weren't 

great enough to be significant. Regardless, I think there is still a good deal of 

interesting information to be gathered about targeting variation among age groups. 

But before we get too critical of advertising agencies, we must remember how 

successful they are in reality. The fact the industry is so economically successful 

tends to indicate that they are actually better at selling products than what this 

experiment might suggest. One reason, for the disparity is the fact that advertisers 

rely on all their resources. It is hard to judge the success of an ad by looking at only 

one aspect. Had I done research on the message carrying capacity of the visual aspect 

of advertising, I'm sure I would have encountered proportional results. Each ad is a 

potpourri of various influences. Each influence plays its part. Analyzing the ad by 

examining the impact of the language is comparable to critiquing an orchestra by 

listening to only one instrument. Of course that instrument is vital to the overall 

sound that is heard, but it is part of a whole series of sounds that affect the way we 

hear the concert. Any statements about advertising made by this experiment must 

be viewed in the same light as comments on the violin section of the orchestra. 

There is no question as to the importance of the violin to the orchestra, but it is only 

a single part of a complex organization. 
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APPENDIX A 

Thesis Questionnaire 

Part I 

For each phrase, please indicate you reactions toward the product in the following categories. Choose 

whichever answer is closest to your initial impressions about the product. After characterizing the 

product, please guess as to what kind of product was being advertised. If you have already seen any of 

the phrases before, please mark them with an asterisk and then continue to answer the questions. 

E/IType Ell Brand M/F Child/Adult Inv/Splur&e/Necessity For/Dom Product? 

1) 

2) 

3) 

4) 

5) 

6) 

7) 

8) 

9) 

10) 

Part IT 

The following pages contain lists of phrases gathered from advertisements. Below are several products 

which need to be sold. Please match each particular product to whichever corresponding phrases you 

feel appropriate and help sell these products. (To match a product to its phrase, just put the number of 

the phrase next to the product.) 

American Car: 

Foreign Car: 

Liquor: 

Cigarettes: 
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APPENDIXB 

Thesis Questionnaire with Correct Answers 

Part I 

For each phrase, please indicate you reactions toward the product in the following categories. Choose 

whichever answer is closest to your initial impressions about the product. After characterizing the 

product, please guess as to what kind of product was being advertised. If you have already seen any of 

the phrases before, please mark them with an asterisk and then continue to answer the questions. 

Ell Type Ell Brand M/F Child/Adult Inv /Splur~e/Necessity For/Dom Product? 

1) E I B A I D InSurance 

2) I E F A 5 F Liquor 

3) I I B A N D Cigarettes 

4) E I B A N F For. Car 

5) E E M A 5 F For. Car 

6) I E F A N D Clothing 

7) I I F A 5 D Liquor 

8) E I B A N D Am. Car 

9) I E M A 5 D Liquor 

10) E I M A N F For. Car 

Part IT 

The following pages contain lists of phrases gathered from advertisements. Below are several products 

which need to be sold. Please match each particular product to whichever corresponding phrases you 

feel appropriate and help sell these products. (To match a product to its phrase, just put the number of 

the phrase next to the product.) 

American Car: 

Foreign Car: 

Liquor: 

Cigarettes: 
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APPENDIXC 

Phrases for Part I 

1. "We've had a hundred years experiencing the rough spots" (Met Life - Insurance) 

2. "The stuff legends are made of" (Drambuie - Liqueur) 

3. "An instinct for quality" (Winston - Cigarettes) 

4. "This X will do wonders for your image (and ours)" (Hyndai - Automobile) 

5. "A blending of art and machine" (Jaguar - Automobile) 

6. "Quality you can depend on" (L.L. Bean - Clothing) 

7. "Just between friends" (Coors Light - Beer) 

8. "In a disposable world, some things are made to last" (Geo - Automobile) 

9. "You always come back to the basics" (Jim Beam - Liquor) 

10. "There's no comparison" (Isuzu - Automobiles) 

" 
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APPENDIX 0 

Phrases For Part II 

1. "Another letter from a satisfied customer" 

2. "We make X for imaginations that have no limit and budgets that do" 

3. "It takes a pretty good X to fool these experts" 

4. "Quality has never been foreign to X" 

5. "Accept no limitations" 

6. "Quality above all" 

7. "Words can't say what X can" 

8. "It's one thing you don't have to worry about" 

9. "Portraits of pleasure" 

10. "Introducing a whole new class of American X" 

11. "It's so beautiful we're afraid some people will miss the point" 

12."You'll flip over our new X" 

13. "Always in good taste" 

14. "Introducing a brand new X made with stubborn old-fashioned pride" 

15. "Everything it touches turns delicious" 

16. "A feel for America" 

17. "Wear it with anything. Or noth~ng" 

18. "Designed to perform better" 

19. "It's got a mean streak" 

20. "If you think you deserve the best of everything ... you're right" 

21. "It starts with the right attitude" 
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