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Psychology and the consumer

Much of the historical work that examines the relation between psychology and consumers has focused on advertising. The reason for this is that there was little direct theorising of the consumer in early scientific psychology but the application of psychology to advertising happened very early (in the history of psychology that is – the late 19th century and early twentieth century). What turns out to be interesting is that one of the psychologists who wrote one of the early books on the psychology of advertising is Walter Dill Scott who features in Kurt Danziger’s (1994) Constructing the Subject because of his work on selection in the American army in world war I. Danziger argues that Scott acted as a proto-personality researcher. His work established the principle of identifying relatively stable features of personal psychology (appearance and manner, conversational effectiveness) that were correlated with effectiveness on a variety of work relevant tasks. According to Danziger the significance of this work is two-fold. Firstly it was judged by the army to be far more effective as a principle of selection compared to IQ testing – this is significant because it meant that there were practical limitations to the dispersal of standardised mental assessment. The second was the emergence in the 1920s and 1930s of the mental hygiene movement. Daziger’s account of the relationship between the developing scientific psychology and the various applications of psychology suggests some constraints from the requirements of institutional settings, the opportunistic actions of professional psychologists, the impetus given by ‘social movements’ to applied psychology which then feed back into psychological research. I will examine Scott’s book on psychology and advertising here – it was written well before the first world war and is a very different piece of work – Scott was in the army in the war and working directly with the army on selection and assessment – in contrast the book on advertising seems more distanced and takes the form of an extended reflection on the potential practical application of general principles of psychology to the design of advertisements.

All of this stands in contrast to the recent history of social and cultural critique of psychology. My own interest in this is linked to what I see as a widespread repudiation of the psychological in social and cultural theory. In these trends psychology is reduced by a series of attacks (which apparently brook no argument) on the administrative character of psychological research on the social construction of the theories and technologies of discovery of psychology, on the total repudiation of any pretences at generalizability. As Danziger points out the espoused theories of academic psychologists have not helped here – there is no shortage of examples of radical claims to knowledge that claimed universality, ahistorical and with a radical independence between pure and applied research.

This attack on psychology was given impetus by a heady concoction of life political movements, the critique of positivism and the pressures of the cold war – psychology was complicit with terror whether of capitalist or socialist complexion. IN social psychology we readily internalised these critiques and critical psychology now means the repudiation of the subject. This context informed a particular linking of psychological science with the politics of manipulation in the area of consumption perhaps best expressed in the work of Vance Packard and Stuart Ewen. This literature has recently been criticised by Miller and Rose (1997) as articulating an opposition between an account based on postmodern celebration of experience as a resistance that escapes social control and those that emphasise the limits of this phenomenology and see in it a diverted expression of atomised identification in the mass society.

Miller and Rose distinguish their approach from historical studies linking the development of capitalism. They make the point that there is often scepticism in this literature concerning the extent to which psychologists and psychological theory, findings and perspectives really play in advertising. For all that, Miller and Rose (1997) identify a set of assumptions about the relationship between the triad of advertising industry, academic psychology and the consumer. The psychologist gives the advertiser techniques, based on psychological principles to manipulate a vulnerable consumer:

“…the general image portrayed by such writers is of  profession which treats consumers as largely irrational or foolish, to be manipulated through methods not far removed from those of political propaganda, with consequences for public culture and democracy that are largely deleterious” Miller and Rose, 1997, p.3.

Much of this can be traced back to Rose’s work and the move from The Psychological Complex to Governing the Soul where there is an important shift from understanding psychology as a field of study where expertise produces norms and technologies in the manner of the other social sciences and dispersing through the formation of the psychological field as applied to practices of consumption. This is replaced by an argument that . So there are broader processes of dispersal of discursive control and then an analysis of the transformation of this dispersal when it becomes a psychology. Rose gives a special place to the Psy-complex.


The critical point here is the focus on the psychological expertise not as a resource in the oppression of the consumer but in the context of Miller and Rose’s (1997) application of governmentality theory to the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations (TIHR):

“We abstain from a mode of analysis which links the unholy alliance of psychology, advertising and capitalism with a manipulation of desires in the name of private profit, social anaesthesia and commodity fetishism. We are concerned with what one might term the ‘productive’ features of these new techniques, the ways in which psychological knowledges have connected themselves up in complex ways with the technologies of advertising and marketing to make possible new kinds of relations that human beings can have with themselves and with others through the medium of goods” Miller and Rose, 1997, p.3.


 I want to start with this difference in sociological accounts of the role of the psychological in consumption and take the argument in several directions. Firstly, there is an important time difference between the Miller and Rose (1997) studies of the Tavistock Institute of Human relations and the focus on the early 20th century in social histories. So I will ‘go back’ to the kind of resources that social historians have examined in the past and think through the implications of the governmentality critique for an example of the early genre of books written for advertisers by psychologists (Walter Dill-Scott’s book). Second, there have been a number of recent books that have been written about the link between psychology and advertising since the early social historians and the Miller and Rose Critique. This includes accounts of both the US and European industries – and I will make some loose connections there to the difference between European and American psychology at the turn of the 19th century. Thirdly, there have been a number of developments in the application of governmentality theory in the culture industries that are worth looking at (a recent edited book by Bratich et al. is a good example) and there is a related literature on bureaucracy theory and sociology of law that bear on these discussions (Paul du Gay’s excellent book In Praise of Bureaucracy and the edited collection by Banakar and Travers are good examples). These accounts in turn are written against the grain of neo-Weberians such as Ritzer and Mestrovic who offer an alternative account to the implications of rationalization in the culture of consumption (the production of consumption).

And, in the end, in the background there is a story here that is all about the present – about the repudiation of the psychological in social and cultural theory – which, as a practicing social psychological researcher I have more than a passing interest in – not least because of the way that the Foucauldian perspective has become internalised in critical social psychology – so that we repudiate ourselves. But also because of a current research project that I have recently started (in collaboration with Sonia Livingstone at the LSE) on the public understanding of regulation in financial services and media – many of the issues raised in these debates about the historical role of the psychological in processes of consumption, the consequent governmentality critique and the subsequent re-examination of historical material and the rethinking of accounts of the relationship between regulation, production and consumption are relevant to understanding contemporary regimes of regulation 

Governing the consumer’s soul


Miller and Rose focus on the consultations made of the TIHR in the two decades following the second world war – they were consulted by advertising agencies who held the accounts of important clients such as Cadburys, Shell, BP, Guiness. This period was particularly significant in the history of consumption because it starts in the period of sanctions and ends in the new consumer society of the 1960s – these shifts are treated in a particular way by Miller and Rose (1997, p.3-4) as ‘ changing problematizations of the consumer...linked to changing technologies of investigation and to changing conceptions of the modes of interaction between products, advertisements and individuals in the choices of goods to purchase and in the acts of consumption themselves”.  There were a number of changes that were materially affecting the relations of consumption. A vastly expanding domestic product base, the spread of television – a new medium for advertising – under these conditions, new ways of representing and acting on the consumer were derived from psychological (and in the case of TIHR psychodynamic theory). Thus a new form of psychological expertise emerged which delivered analyses of new ways of governing consumers given these changing circumstances. This newly formed expertise was supported by popular academic writings such as the Hidden Persuaders. The focus on unconscious (or subconscious) psychological processes lead to the challenge to traditional self-report methods in market research. Instead, the focus was on the unconscious motivations that underpinned consumer choices and techniques were required to tap the unconscious collective and to manipulate not through persuasion and argument but through hidden persuasion.


Miller and Rose argue that this link between psychological technology, advertising and consumption was taken as a description of the contours of modernity by critical theorists and was identified as the new form of ideological domination (the ideology of rationalization) which passivized the consumer and stood in the way of the emancipation of reason and freedom. Yet Miller and Rose suggest that this way of interpreting the use of psychological expertise in advertising was available to both advertisers and their psychological advisors and that they were concerned with establishing a different kind of relationship of consumption:

“This is not a brute attempt to impose desires upon a plastic and undifferentiated mass, but an unprecedented and meticulous cartography – part imagined, part derived from novel forms of experimentation – of the everyday life of consumption and its little pleasures and anxieties” (Miller and Rose, 1997, p6).


Instead of ‘reading adverts’ to understand the relations of consumption, Miller and Rose claim a more direct access to the processes of governing the consuming soul -- . These arguments are important – they link to the broader repudiation of the text in contemporary media theory as it shifts to either the ethnographic or towards governmentality. In fact we can see that a number of approaches to the culture of consumption are waved away as Miller and Rose focus in on their empirical study of governmentality – Ideology, culture, phenomenology and representation are all swept away and treated as the imaginings of social theorists or the effects of governmentality. For this is the theoretical and methodological revolution that is governmentality theory – to explain all social and psychological phenomenon.


Miller and Rose argue that there were three kinds of psychological expertise enrolled by the psychologists at the Tavi in their work with advertisers: psychodynamic theory (object relations theory); social psychological theory (attitudes and role theory) and the theory of the rational consumer.


Miller and Rose then present a detailed examination of a number of papers by Isabella Menzies – where she articulates the idea that ice-cream is a ‘pleasure food’ which  resonates with the ability of the breast to soothe anxiety. Her more abstract interpretations were reflections on Klein’s arguments about the way in which. Crucially, and influenced by Bion’s work on psychodynamic processes in groups, Menzies applied the idea of an inner world of fantasy and dynamic processes as a complex which moderates the effect of external stimuli in Klein to families and groups within institutions. Products like ice-cream, if they were to be appropriated by the family, had to resonate with the needs of the family as a system. Miller and Rose suggest that ‘clear recommendations’ followed concerning the marketing of ice cream to focus attention on it as a pleasure product rather than a food with either high nutritional value or good financial value.


Alternative interpretations – Menzies as executive toy – This was going to happen anyway – like all consultants Menzies was giving her clients (the advertising agency needed a way of selling their product to retailers) – and that these were social changes that were already in train (already in the US) – the family was shifting to be a more open Menzies offered a plausible story for the way that product development and advertising were going already. – The links here with family systems theory are important – the psychodynamic theory of the Tavi group was not neutral with respect to questions of institutional and social structure – that was, in fact something that was virtually unique about this group of psychodynamic theorists – there was a ‘fit’ that was serendipitous.


This aspect of the interpretation of the work of the psychologists in TIHR also comes over in the example of marketing home-perms using social psychological ideas – related to role identification and gender stereotyping and interpersonal attraction (wavy hair as attractive) leading to a variety of neurosis about social role and attractiveness that the product, as with the breast theory of ice-cream, could act to reduce anxiety neurosis. The background to this is the use of transitional objects to ameliorate ontological insecurity. The other challenge here is the cheapness of home remedies – developing convenience goods that add value to home work was an important background to developing a market for such products – dissociating them from the traditions of the home made. What Miller and Rose miss here is the shift from the period of the 1950s – the meaning of home-made as making good and having cheap, amateurish versions of professional products.


Another research group within TIHR applied the theory of the rational consumer. Miller and Rose suggest that the work of this group is synonymous with rational choice theory and economic theory (they cite Katona here which is strange because his work is a social psychological approach to economic psychology and a challenge to rational choice theory in economics. However, the work they report uses semantic differential analysis to develop a mapping of the personality of Guinness drinkers – Miller and Rose seem to take it at face value that there is a ‘mapping’ of these qualities with the qualities of the product – all of this is a long way from the rational choice account of preferences. The key piece of ‘advice’ that followed from this identification of the personality of the Guinness drinker (the reparative drinker) was to present the product in a way that resonated with this approach to drinking. What is also interesting is that this team got involved in product development with Guinness. – Indeed that is an interesting point that these  three ‘teams’ within TIHR were offering quite different services to their clients. – as Miller and Rose suggest later in the paper, there was no general theory of the sub-optimal but strategic employer. Indeed, as Miller and Rose suggest, this account offered the possibility of marketing strategies to their clients rather than the image of the deployment of psychological expertise to manipulate and dominate the consumer. One has to ask whether this would have been an appropriate basis on which to bid for work with advertising agencies – but the interesting point here is that there is, -- there was something about the general proposition of the kind of advice and its link to marketing would generate. However, the meaning of the advice may have made sense in these overall terms – but what is intriguing is the creativity with which the selections of theories were adapted to the specifics of the particular marketing problem. [work this up – the resonances of the shift in psychodynamic theory – the way it worked with the kind of transformations that were happening in consumption – the sheer accidental nature of it all – this was not an experimental or systematic endeavour but a range of demonstrative interpretations – the way it would have happened anyway – this was how markets and products were developing]


These points of interpretation are important because Miller and Rose offer a translation of the meaning of these transcripts in the terms o governmentality theory but these other meanings ‘sit’ in their paper through the use of extended quotes.


Miller and Rose end by offering an account of how these varying activities of the different groups in TIHR  The psychologists at TIHR do not fit the characterisation of mind benders, hidden persuaders or manipulators. Their work did not presume a passive consumer open to techniques of manipulation.  Instead consumers were problematized as complex entities and the task of marketing was understood as a complex mapping of psychological experiences, the characteristics of commodities and the routines of everyday life. A particular assemblage of consumers, commodities and habits [the broader assemblage of production in the background] and infused with psychological functions. This was achieved through the development of novel techniques (group discussion, interviewing, testing) which resulted in categories (profiles) of consumers and goods. The diversity of models of the consumer is important here – the diversity of psychological models matched the growing diversity of consumer culture – there was not a single, unitary belief about human nature here but a diversity of pragmatic adaptations of various academic theories to the vicissitudes and pleasures of consumption. This is a ‘political economy of subjectification’ that does not set civic identity and self-gratification in opposition but which provides a mechanism for joining happiness and profit (Miller and Rose, 1997, p. 32).


[There are a number of contingent specifications that are inherent in the case of TIHR which do not  - and contest the importance of psychological expertise for this process plus link to account of broader social and cultural transformation. Other questions – the distantiation of pure and applied theory – none of this work changed the ideas and theory of object relations psychology. The exception here is Bion (and following him Menzies) Miller and Rose link the development of the advertising consultations at TIHR to the lass of research funding -- – Miller and Rose give no explanation of the choices of theory in the different areas of application – and what about other psychologists working with advertisers? What about the more ‘sociological work that was going on at TIHR? Was that implicated in the consultancy? Some of this challenges the claim that the interpretation of these documents is more direct than the interpretation of adverts]

[And the issue of whether the substance of the particular psychological theory is important in any way – for the governmentality account the substance of the theory is not relevant except insofar as it can be understood as the development of a particular kind of psychological expertise that plays the part allotted in governmentality theory – as a kind of translation of the problematic of the consumer into a set of norms (gratification, pleasure, the household as a unit) and technologies of the self (constructing identity and family through the regulation of conduct). But the moment of this particular group of psyhodynamic theorists is interesting – particularly the line of development of the notion of projection – starting with Klein, through Bion to Menzies – and the general drift of object relations theory – and how this was such a fit for the issues facing advertisers at the time and for the issues facing households at the time – although this is a different account from the palliative social and manipulative psychological conception in work like Ewens it is somewhere between this work and the governmentality work that repudiates the substance as it promotes the centrality of psychology as a linking mechanism]

Walter Dill Scott

I will now look at a particular example of the proliferation of books that apply psychology to advertising at the turn of the 19th century as a point of contrast with the debate between contemporary sociological debates over consumption. I am working from a copy of the book in an edition from the 1930s – which the editor claims to be close to the original.

Scott’s book is organised along the lines of an introductory textbook in psychology – this is evident from the contents list:

Introduction

The Senses

Perception and its Laws

Illusions of Perception

Attention

Securing Attention

Human Instincts

Acquired Interests

Mental Imagery

Application of Mental Imagery

Mental Organization

Comprehension

The Fusion of Impressions

Memory

Feeling-Tone

Beauty and Ugliness

The Will: An Analysis

The Will: Variety in Action

Suggestion

The Uses of Suggestion

Exposition and Argumentation

Habit

Research

Bibliography

Note that there is no attempt to articulate advertising as a particular phenomenon with its own ‘laws’ – instead there is an anecdotal sense of what the advertiser might find useful across the range of psychological phenomena and the book proposes to abstract rules of thumb for advertisers that reflect the operation of general psychological laws in their domain.

The book goes through these context areas of early psychological science with an eye to the practical issues faced by those producing advertising copy. The focus is very much on the moment of communication or consumption of advertising in contrast to the TIHR groups who were very much more concerned with the moment of consumption of goods. Little or no attention is paid to the goods being advertised in the whole book. 

Let me give a flavour of the book going through the context sequence.

Introduction


The introduction is aimed at the advertiser and presents a rationale for the book and for the advertiser to be interested. The role of psychological knowledge is first separated out from the other forms of expertise that underpin advertising – linguistics, typography, understanding of colour processes, of markets and media. But the rationale for a psychology of advertising is to overcome a range of potential barriers to communication:

“But it can be stated, without fear of contradiction that no advertisement that defies the established laws of psychology can hope to be successful”. P. 2.

The relation of a pure science to a technology is not far below the surface here – as illustrated by mechanical analogues:

“A clever and ingenious man may construct a flying machine, but it will not fly unless it conforms to the principle of aero-dynamics. An amateur can assemble a set of radio tubes and transformers, but an efficient receiver will not result unless the physical laws which govern reception and amplification of radio waves are observed in the process of hooking-up the parts. Laws are final. They may not be disregarded with impunity” p. 2.


Clearly the role of psychological expertise is to provide an account of the barriers to advertising effectiveness.


Scott then argues that there is a range of areas of applied psychology each with its own domain of application (public speaking, education, salesmanship, advertising) – and what these domains are said to have in common is that:

“They all have to do with the communication of impressions and ideas from person to person”.

However, as well as these generic laws of psychology that might be applied to any applied context involving communication the author suggests that there are a variety of ‘minor laws’ and ‘rules’ that are domain specific.

There is then a typification of advertising from the psychology perspective – this is a characterisation of the task of the advertiser to which the advise in the rest of the book, derived from general psychological laws, minor laws and rules of the psychology of advertising.

The first component of this is a diagram representing the communicator, the recipient and the medium. As the text urges:

“We do not commonly realize the difficulties imposed on us by M (the medium)” p.3-4.

The taken for granted nature of communication blinds us to the difficulties involved in producing a message that will overcome the inherent problems of mediation. These require the application of .

Advertising communication and its effects can be broken down into a sequence which, at different points requires the application of different techniques with the appropriate energy. The first moment in this psychological process of advertising as communication and its effects is the ‘effectual stimulation of the sense organs’. The problems of perception lead inexorably to the problems of attention – the theory of sensation gate-keepers is adopted – and the laws of attention mentioned – attention have particular characteristics – focus, margins, range, duration and determinants. However clear the message, it may be turned away at the gate. The next moment in the sequence (assuming that the advert has been perceived and attended to) is comprehension which is defined as the awakening of the ‘apperceptive mass’ – this is the organisation of our memories and experience and has its own laws of association, assimilation and organization.

Moment

architecture

laws

Sensation

eyes


clear impression

Attention

eye-gate (open/shut)
margin, range, duration, determinants

Comprehension
Apperceptive mass
association, assimilation

Motivation

impulses/drives
stimulation

(instincts,

desires,

ambitions,

prejudices,

biases)

We may summarise these processes as filtering (overcoming thresholds) classification and triggering or stimulating ‘inner springs of action’ leading to the release or promise of satisfaction.


Whatever the message, the argument goes, it must pass through these processes and there are many reasons why it might ‘miss its mark’.

The book goes on to detail these different ‘moments’ and the introduction finishes with a summary of the approach to be taken:

“We see that we are not dealing in trifling tricks and artifices, but with the fundamental realities of human nature” p. 6.

I will pick out examples of the three different processes to illustrate the approach of ‘producing a manual of the fundamental laws that underlie advertising practice’ p.6.

The senses:

In the section on the senses there is some introductory text book material followed by an elaboration of some of the points made above about the psychology of advertising. The ‘problem’ that advertising is seen as having to solve is the transformation of the context of consumption away from the market place – where the consumer came directly into contact with the goods on display – to a process of mediation through type and picture. The qualities of the goods are to be communicated to a mass audience through a process of oration – with the well known problems of communication through a medium of loss of clarity and control over response.

The focus is then on the layout of type – and the experimental psychology of reading is drawn upon to make a recommendation that type be laid out in lines of between 2¼ and 3½ inches in length – to allow for smooth scanning of clumps of words.

The chapter on ‘mental organization’ presents some of the principles of associationism. The laws of frequency, recency, vividness, primacy and emotional congruity are all presented in a chapter that offers a non-technical description of work in memory in psychology. These laws are presented as a warning to advertisers to be careful about the apperceptive mass of the general consumer of adverts – they have limited vocabulary (and a list of words is presented that are best avoided) – the social class background of consumers is divided on cultural capital lines (in terms of taste and refinement). There follows a chapter on the use of fusions of impressions which warns that placing divergent meanings in an adverts will be fused into a single meaningful impression by the receiver.

The emotions are also addressed, classified as:

1. The Grosser emotions, including anger, fear, joy, grief, and the like, in their violent forms

2. The feelings, which constantly color objects and events, so that we like or dislike them

3. The aesthetic attitudes, concerned with beauty and ugliness, with matters of taste, form, and style.

The recommendation is to operate in the realm of feelings, avoiding the grosser emotions and avoiding poor taste – the example is given that ‘savages’ laugh louder than ‘civilised’ people – this whole section has an Aristotelian ring to it.


The discussion of taste leads into the exploration of the ‘dangers’ of the expanding use of images in advertising. The idea is promoted that aesthetics should be secondary – serving the purpose of the advertising communication and communicating a clear idea. A number of experiments indicating that people have preferences for certain forms (for certain proportions in rectangles, for example).  This leads to a range of rules of thumb:

“It is well known that certain kinds of lines, type and colors are ‘appropriate’ for the conveying of certain ideas, because in their own character they tend to produce associated aesthetic impressions. Thus an advertisement for perfume seems to call for delicate lines and type-faces, for elegant figures and pastel colors. A bank advert usually appears in black and white only, and employs firm lines, mainly vertical, plain and hard type-faces and a composition thoroughly balanced and stabilized”. Pp 155-156.

“A fine gray line suggests delicacy of texture.

The fine black line suggests precision and hardness.

The broad rough line suggests homeliness and solidity”. P. 156.

Comparing Scott and TIHR
I will now examine continuities and discontinuities between the case study of TIHR and the Scott book.

What strikes me directly is the distance between Scott and advertisers compared to the case study presented by Miller and Rose – which looks at mimeographs from the consultation teams set up in TIHR and some of their broader unpublished papers in psychology in the context of consultancy work. In contrast, Scott’s book takes a view of the advertising process from the point fo view of the academic psychologist – it thinks through a set of problems faced in the production of adverts fro a psychological point of view and then examines general findings in psychological research for useful points of advice to the advertiser.

In both cases the relation between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ psychology is important – but it is articulated in different ways – the TIHR groups are organised around particular specialisms within psychology – psychodynamic, social psychological and decision theoretical and these are aligned to a particular advertising campaign – the psychologists then go through a kind of creative simulation of the consumption of the commodity (including the context of consumption, the qualities of the good, the characteristics of consumers) and they draw from this insights into the psychological functions of the goods . But the simulation takes a particular form – that of interpreting the commodity, the consumer and the process of consumption in the terms of the specialism – as anxiety reduction, as guided preferences 

Another contrast is that the Scott book is concerned mainly with the reception of advertising copy and images and with the immediate impact of the message (although he does not use this kind of communications language) – rather the advert is treated as a kind of complex stimulus.

The method that Scott uses is to go through the sequence of psychological phenomena and to translate these phenomena into advice for advertisers – the advice takes the form of non-technical descriptions of general psychological phenomena that need to be taken into account in the production of adverts. The overall effect is of a chain of rules of thumb for the production of adverts that will smooth communication of the message.

Miller and Rose make a point of indicating that there is no overarching theory of consumption implicit in the consulting work of the TIHR groups – but there are discernable strands linking theory to a simulation of the process of consumption – or within each group there is a theory. In the Scott book, by contrast there are a great diversity of psychological phenomena considered.

To summarise, there are a great many differences in the institutional relation between Scott and TIHR articulated as generic advice from the corpus of psychological knowledge compared with a consultancy process that simulates consumption to generate ideas about how to advertise a particular good. – The shift is from generic to specific advice – from general rules of production to an insertion into the ‘creative’ process of the advertiser in the context of a shift in professional relationship from pedagogic to consultant.

Thinking of the advertising process – the Scott approach leaves the creative aspects of advertising production and the building of a campaign to one side and focuses in on the communicative dimensions of advertising reception and the motivational consequences. The goal is to produce generic advice that any advertiser should take on board. In contrast, the TIHR group are implicated in the creative process prior to the production of adverts – the aim is to generate ways of thinking of the psychological aspects of consumption to feed into specific advertising campaigns.

These are interesting shifts suggesting an early relation between psychology and advertising was one of drawing conclusions from general psychology whereas in TIHR the psychologist offers a particular theoretical commitment – a ‘lens’ that can give shape and meaning to a particular advertising campaign.

The History of Adverstising

There is an important distinction between the Scott book and the work of the members of TIHR – the Scott is a US book produced in the early days of individual, experimental psychology – I will now look at some of the work in the history of advertising as a background to this comparison of two different psychologies and their varied relation to advertising.

.Sivulka (1998) offers an analysis of different ‘periods’ in the development of advertising in the US – the interesting thing here is that the Scott book was being at a moment of transition between two of these periods – 1880-1900: Selling the Goods and 1900 – World War I: The Rise of a Consumer Economy. Maybe advertisers turn to academics particularly when the economic and social changes that form the background to their work are particularly in shift – at moments of paradigmatic change in advertising.

It is interesting to reflect for a moment on the themes, techniques and approaches to advertising that occurred in the gap between the turn of the century and the post war period: Business as the primary American industry; Retailing development; credit and hire-purchase; women as a target for advertising; the tobacco and motor companies emerge as major clients; the transformation of the American home; the depression and the hard sell.

 The postwar period was a time of economic boom during which Sivulka identifies four creative philosophies in advertising which contrast with the motivation research (MR) approach – which the Tavistock researchers were emulating and the focus on mass communication in advertising as television became the dominant medium. 

Rosser Reeves returned to principles very similar to those advocated by Scott – focusing on clarity and repetition of the message – these combined to offer the ‘unique selling proposition’. An interesting feature of his adverts was the use of the scientific ‘boffin’, complete with white coat, to add authority to the message. Ads were stripped of ‘distracting’ images and text.

Leo Burnett focused on the product and enhanced it with good artwork, information, recipes and humour (Sivulka, p. 277). He focused on the features of the product that gave it its place in the market and developed a narrative around those features – telling the story of the product – of producing a cake from a mix, of corn picked in the moonlight. The stories tapped the mythological characters of American culture and developed a range of characters who were the ‘heroes’ of the stories – Tony the Tiger and the Jolly Green Giant. The best known example of his work is the Marlborough Man – which mixed all these elements together.

David Ogilvy turned away from this focus on the features of the product and the MR approach and focused on brand image. Focusing on high price and status products, Ogilvy. The formula for Ogilvy ads was ‘a handsome picture, a long headline, and straightforward, low-key copy’ (Sivulka, pp 279-280). Ogilvey also used characters to link adverts together into campaigns and he specialised in developing stylish characters who would run and run with a particular product (the Hathaway man).

Bill Bernbach developed ‘new’ advertising for second rank products, retailers and services. He developed an artistic style that used modern, clean lines and a touch of lightness often through humour. The aesthetic of the ads was most important, using collage, universal symbols, dynamic composition and modern typography (sivulka, p. 282). The creative fusion of art and copy and the use of creative photographic techniques were also innovations

The implication here is that there was a range of approaches to constructing adverts during the period covered by Miller and Rose’s analysis that took very different approaches to the Motivation Research approach – and that there were many criticisms of the MR approach other than the cultural pessimists. The use of Motivational research was one amongst a range of strategies each of which deployed quite different approaches to the consumer. The other approaches turned their back on the use of psychological expertise and returned to a focus on communication, myth making, emulation and creative artistic innovation.

Conclusions


I have focused on two case studies here Walter Dill Scott’s (1902, 1935) book on the psychology of advertising and the TIHR consultations with advertisers in the 1950s and 1960s as presented by Miller and Rose (1997). Which I have used to reflect on a variety of accounts of the role of psychological knowledge, research and expertise in relations of consumption. Clearly there are a number of important theoretical and empirical gaps here and we perhaps face the difficulty of moving away from specific ideological/theoretical accounts of psychology as a discipline that then find confirmation in specific historical material.


The case studies presented a range of interesting discontinuities. But I want to finish with some reflections on Danziger’s thoughts about the limits of social construction in understanding the history and foundations of psychology. One of the deep similarities of Scott’s work and the approach of the teams in TIHR is that they represent approaches to psychological knowledge that are really quite unusual in the history of psychology. Danziger calls on Bhaskar’s realist philosophy of science to articulate a commonality between early (Wundtian) experimental psychology, Freud and Lewin – Scott is in the Wundtian tradition – what he offers the advertiser is the underlying – that is what will link psychological laws and the specifics of the construction of the consumer of adverts.  TIHR combine Freud and Lewin (psychodynamic theory and field theory) each of which combined detailed observation of clinical material with underlying causal generative mechanisms. This is the linkage that characterizes the very different approaches of Scott and TIHR – that they provide a description of the empirical regularities of particular moments of consumption (reading an advert and consuming particular products) with specific theoretical accounts – the intellectual work is a bridging work.


It is perhaps interesting that these atypical psychologies have found such fertile and subtle application in the construction of the consumer in the production of advertising.
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