HOW TO ANALYZE AN ADVERTISEMENT
Before you begin analyzing an ad, it’s a good idea to reflect a bit on the purpose of the analysis. In the “real world,” your purpose might be to discover strengths and weaknesses in the ad in order to help the organization develop a more persuasive campaign. In this class, your purpose is to deconstruct the ad, to critique it. After the initial draft, you might decide to expand your scope, perhaps by analyzing the ad as an exemplar of a specific social condition or advertising strategy. 
While these purposes are not necessarily mutually exclusive, each entails a specific point of departure that conditions what we can possibly see in the message. For example, while we are often critical of the sheer amount of ads in society, this critical stance sometimes prevents us from appreciating the creativity at play in a specific ad or ad campaign. The principles outlined below are relevant in each case, although the order of principles applied may vary according to your purpose. 

Please note: Although answers to all the questions below are helpful to make a thorough analysis, you may not have access all the relevant information.

The Advertiser
· Is the advertiser a business firm trying to sell you and product or a service, a public organization seeking to inform you about its policies, a politician trying to win your allegiance, or an interest group hoping to change your opinion? Other? What difference does it make?
· What’s the ethos (the general standing or credibility) of the advertiser?

· Is the advertiser speaking directly to you? Or indirectly – through an “endorser”? And who has created the text? Is there, in other words, a difference between the advertiser, the author and the person (if any) who addresses us? What purpose does such difference serve in this ad?

· What is the ad trying to accomplish? What is, in other words, the Advertiser’s “problem”? Although it may not appear to us as a problem, there’s always some kind of communication problem behind an ad or campaign. For example, the Advertiser may seek more awareness, more differentiation, or more legitimacy. 
· Are you aware of any specific communication problems (or conditions) within the advertiser’s specific industry, or market, or area of activity?
· Is the product, service or message from the advertiser new or old? Where in the so-called “life-cycle” of the product, service or message are we, in other words?

The Message

· What does a straight-forward reading of the ad say? What is, in other words, its denotative meaning?

· Which connotations has the advertiser intended for us to observe?

· What additional connotations come to your mind when reading the ad?

· What ideologies does the ad evoke? In other words, what images, discourses, concepts, myths, etc. of the general culture does the ad trade on, or rework, when making its appeal?
· What types of intertextuality (reference to other “texts”) and intratextuality (reference to other parts of the same “text”), if any, can you detect in the ad?

· What types of signs does the ad employ?
--Iconic: A sign that has certain qualities in common with the object it stands for: for example similarity. A picture of a person, for example, has iconic qualities because it is a sign that refers to that particular person through some degree of resemblance.
--Indexical: A sign that refers to its object because it is being affected by that object in some real way. Footprints on the beach, for example, are affected by the feet of somebody walking there just as smoke is often caused by fire. The relation between an index and its object is, in other words, based on causality or physical connec​tion.

--Symbolic: A sign with only conventional associations to the object it stands for: for example, a rose is for love.

· What type(s) of language does the ad employ? Imperative? Suggestive? Figurative?
· What type(s) of message appeal is employed (for example, fear, humor, sex, comparisons, repetitions, etc.)?

· What types of rhetorical figures (alliteration, antithesis, pun, etc.) can you find in the ad? What do these rhetorical figures do to the message?
· What types of rhetorical tropes (metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, hyperbole, ambiguity, paradox, ellipsis, etc.) can you spot? Again, what purposes do these rhetorical tropes serve in this particular ad? (See “Vocabulary” below.)
· Having answered the questions above you should be able to characterize the ad as either:

--Simple: A product and simple product information (often ‘hard’ facts) on a neutral background. 
--Compound: Realistic pictures of use situations with fairly straight-forward associations:  for example, the demonstrations of a (new) product in use.
--Complex: The background takes over and the ad is replete with connotations indicating, for example, status, luxury, sex, or power.
--Sophisticated: Extension of complex ads, employing subtle associations, advanced symbolism, or sophisticated inter- or intratextuality.
· What creative strategy does the ad use? Distinguish between the following types:
--Generic: A message that is general for a whole product category (like, for example, “Drink milk, it’s good for you!”)
--Pre-emptive: A message that suggests – in words or pictures, or both – the advertiser is better that its competitors (Carlsberg: “Probably the best beer in the world”)
--Unique selling proposition: A message emphasizing unique product features that sets it apart from its competitors (“This detergent washes your clothes white at a lower temperature”)
--Brand image: An independent image strategy, where the image is foregrounded (for example, the campaigns from Camel or Marlboro cigarettes)
--Positioning: A dependent image strategy, where the advertiser “leans” on the image(s) of another organization (Subaru: “Volvo has built a reputation for surviving accidents. Subaru has developed a reputation for avoiding them.”)
--Resonance: A message that appeals to central themes in the life of the receiver (like, for example, “Don’t you know the feeling when none of your kitchen appliances are working…Then it’s good that we have X (a kitchen appliance rental firm)). 

· How does the ad connect concrete product features (so-called “message elements”) with more abstract values (the so-called “driving force”)? 
· Is the message part of a standardized, global campaign or is it specifically adapted to a local market?
The Receiver

· What model or implied receiver can you spot in the ad? The model receiver is the image of the receiver as envisioned by the advertiser when crafting the ad—in other words, not the actual receiver. You can distinguish between the following types:

--The rational model receiver: When the receiver is appealed to through the use of rational information, (pseudo)scientific argument, or by highlighting functional characteristics.
--The conditioned model receiver: When the receiver is communicated to using simple hierarchy-of-effects principles, or appealed to by simply reiterating the same message.

--The integrated model receiver: When the receiver is appealed to by focusing on the opinion of significant others (like, for example, “Buy this before your neighbor does!”)
--The emotional model receiver: When the receiver is communicated to through the use of a-rational or non-rational appeals (like, for example, “Why wait till tomorrow; get it now!” or the use of subtle imagery and complex symbolism).
--The active model receiver: When the receiver is appealed to as person who’s actively constructing his or her own life out of available means (or fragments)—a postmodern consumer, for example, who picks and chooses freely across categories.
· Who do you imagine is actually seeing the ad? Reading it? Involved in it? And affected by it? Explain.
· Distinguish between external and internal receivers. What group of external receivers to you imagine is mostly affected by the ad? Why? And internally—who among the organizations’ own employees, is most involved in this ad?
Assessment or Evaluation
· Is it a good ad? Why?

· What do you like most about it? Why?

· What do you dislike the most? Why?

· Do you think it “works”? Why? Or Why not?
· How could the ad be improved?

· Could the Advertiser have conveyed the same message using other strategies, other persuasive means? If so, explain.
· Even if you don’t believe that this particular ad works or persuades you, is there anything in the ad that still affects you or persuades you indirectly?

· Does the ad have effects on you perhaps not intended by its creators?

_______________________________________________________________________
Vocabulary
Ambiguity—a situation expressed in such a way as to admit more than one possible 

interpretation.

Ellipsis—In grammar, the omission of a word or words necessary for complete construction but understood in context.  E.g., “if (it is) possible, (you) come early.”  2.  The sign (…) that something has been left out of a quotation.  E.g., “To be or not …that is the question.”  Shakespeare 

Hyperbole—an extravagant exaggeration of fact used either for serious or comic effects.  
Metaphor—a figure of speech in which one thing is compared to another by being spoken of as though it were that thing.  E.g., “…a sea of troubles,” “Life is a rainbow.” 

Metonymy—[met-on-imi] figure of speech that replaces the name of one thing with the name of something else closely associated with it.  An important kind of metonymy is synecdoche, in which the name of a part is substituted for that of a whole (e.g., hand for worker), or vice versa.  Modern literary theory has often used ‘metonymy’ in a wider sense, to designate that process of association by which metonymies are produced and understood:  this involves establishing relationships of contiguity between two things, whereas metaphor establishes relationships of similarity between them.  The metonymy/metaphor distinction has been associated with the contrast between syntagm and paradigm. 

Paradox—a statement that seems self-contradictory, but which may be true in fact.  (Although some paradoxes cannot be resolved into truths, remaining flatly self-contradictory, e.g., Everything I say is a lie.)  Ancient theorists of rhetoric described paradox as a figure of speech, but 20th century critics have given it a higher importance as a mode of understanding by which poetry challenges our habits of thought.  Paradox was cultivated especially by poets of the 17th century, often in the verbally compressed form of oxymoron. 
 Adapted from material by Lars Thøger Christensen, University of Southern Denmark—Odense, January 2004
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