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John Wanamaker, founder of one of America’s first department stores, is credited with
saying that half of his advertising dollar was wasted, but he wasn’t sure which half (Jones,
2006). Wanamaker’s famous phrase has characterized the uncertainty about advertising
effects and effectiveness since the industry’s founding in the early 20th century. That
advertising works and why it does work are the subjects of The Psychology of Advertising, a
comprehensive book in which authors Bob M. Fennis and Wolfgang Stroebe make inquiry
into the complicated psychological processes involved in making messages designed to sell
ideas, products, and services mean something to people.

Psychology and advertising have walked hand in hand since psychologist Walter Dill
Scott began exploring techniques of persuasion. In the early days of American commercial
culture, the term scientific advertising was used to distinguish advertising strategies based
purely on intuition from those built on psychological “principles and fact” (Hopkins, 1923/
2010, p. 13).
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In 1921, in his book also called The Psychology of Advertising, Dill Scott noted that
not much had been written that would bring together the needs of a practically based
practitioner with the cognitive, behavioral, and attitudinal insights of a psychologist. To be
as effective as possible, the practitioner must study psychology: “Ordinarily the business
man does not realize that he means psychology when he says that he ‘must know his
customers’ wants’—what will catch their attention, what will impress them and lead them to
buy” (p. 2).

Fennis and Stroebe’s book answers that call in a way that carefully interweaves
context with content. Throughout the 20th century, scholars in different disciplines have
identified “what works, what doesn’t, and why” (Sutherland & Sylvester, 2000) in the
consumer’s mind. Long regarded as a mysterious, mystical process of influencing consumer
attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs, the development of tools and techniques to quantitatively
measure effects yielded important results. Demystifying advertising by identifying the
psychological mechanisms underlying persuasion was a major step forward, stimulated
during studies of propaganda during World War II (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953).

Far from being a mysterious brew of “hidden persuaders” (Packard, 1984), advertising
effects became predictable and changeable with the right blend of psychological knowledge
and practical creativity. Increasingly sophisticated measurement research methods for
determining affect and predicting behavior revealed the importance of memory and exposure
(Mitchell, 1993), the value of lifestyle and psychographics (Kahle & Chiagouris, 1997), the
importance of persuasive imagery in motivating behavior (Scott & Batra, 2003), and
increased attention to difference based on audience diversity (Williams, Lee, & Haugtvedt,
2004). These methods have advanced the precision of strategic marketing and advertising
efforts.

Contributions of the Current Book

The book’s main purpose is to bring state-of-the-art psychological processing research to
bear on contemporary “hurdles” to advertising effectiveness. This is accomplished through a
survey of the complex psychological processes of persuasion used in advertising and
individual differences in information processing.

The Psychology of Advertising explores how people acquire information from ads,
how they process and resist the information, the role of memory and attitudes, and how
attitudes influence behavior when it comes to thinking about advertised goods and services.
An important point is that the book distinguishes between older, one-way, powerful effects
models of communication and contemporary understandings of consumer agency and
resistance. The authors pose guiding questions that include the following:



• What impact does advertising have on consumer behavior? What causes this
impact?

• What are the psychological processes responsible for the effectiveness of
advertising?

• How do consumers make sense of advertising messages?

• What messages “get across,” when, and why?

Findings of contemporary and classic psychological studies provide context that is
missing from many other books in this category that tend to focus on either case studies or
purely practical applications.

This well-organized book differs from others in this area. It introduces the reader to
advertising as an institution and as a ubiquitous psychological force and, importantly,
contextualizes business practices within the culture of consumerism with an eye to the
practical applications of social psychological theories.

The book goes beyond social psychological theories, however, and grounds the
existence and persistence of advertising in cognitive psychological theories and research.
Unconscious processes in motivation and goal pursuit receive little to no attention in other
texts on the topic and yet are likely the fertile soil into which the seeds of persuasion are
planted. After situating advertising as an industry and practice, the remainder of the book is
devoted to specific questions associated with the psychological processes at work by which
consumers are influenced by advertising.

Furthermore, The Psychology of Advertising departs from others in the field, which
tend to approach the topic from the perspective of how to more effectively and efficiently
reach consumers in order to motivate them to buy more or respond more. Instead it explores
the process in order to understand how and why advertising works (the presumption is that it
does), not with an agenda of how to make it work.

Unlike many other texts, this book does not include case studies. Instead the emphasis
is on unpacking theories that predict the effects that could be discussed in case studies. This
keeps the book from becoming dated. Students, scholars, and teachers could apply the
book’s principles to contemporary cases. The book doesn’t simply report or describe
theories but contextualizes them by describing their origins.

The Psychology of Advertising is a rich source of ideas about methodology, theory,
and research that advanced undergraduate students and graduate students in areas of
consumer psychology, promotional strategy, integrated marketing, and advertising as well as
other disciplines such as business and communication will find interesting and accessible.
The book would make a useful tool for professionals working in fields such as advertising,



public health, public services, and political communication who are interested in responding
to Dill Scott’s call for educating practitioners in psychology.

Limitations and Concerns

However, I do have one concern about the book. Just as other applications/appropriations of
psychology have been under fire in terms of the ethical implications of using what we know
to guide, for example, interrogation of prisoners, informing advertisers of more precise
methods of persuasion should raise ethical questions about the use of it to lower resistance to
selling messages. Contemporary understandings of neuroplasticity raise questions about
whether the consistent presence and ubiquity of advertising change not only our minds but
also our brains (Doidge, 2008; Du Plessis, 2005).

What are the ethical questions we should be asking when working for more effective
means of reducing consumer resistance to selling messages? While the authors don’t raise
this point, it is an important consideration in terms of the use to which advertising
psychology is put. This is particularly true when advertising targets children and other
vulnerable audiences (Gunter, Oates, & Blades, 2005; Macklin & Carlson, 1999).

In addition, the implications of information processing on visual thinking could be
brought forward in the book. Not all advertising is created equal—print is very different
from broadcast and from Internet advertising. In the past, inquiries into information-
processing skills were more relevant but were cast in terms of apprehension of primarily
written advertising texts.

In the past, advertising relied on text driven, “reason why” appeals; modern
advertising often contains little to no written copy. Instead, it relies on images and brand
names to sell. The changing nature of the content of advertising as it relates to visual, verbal,
and aural processing of information in an age of media convergence would be an appropriate
next step for this kind of text to take.
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