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There are differing viewpoints about the number of advertisements that 

people are exposed to in their daily lives. While a '990 Economist study 

estimates that the average American is exposed to 3,000 commercial 

messages in a day from all media, more conservative studies reveal that 

this number is anywhere between '50 and 300.' In either event, this 

competition for attention drives actors of the advertising industry to strive 

to create messages that cut through the clutter-messages that are visible 

and noticeable amidst all the others. The challenge, however, is twofold: 

consumers need to notice ads first, and then must find them relevant in 

order for the ads to influence them and stimulate a purchasing behavior. 

According to a '992 Gallup poll, American consumers regard 

advertising as one of the least ethical occupations. The study revealed 

that among twenty-six professions, advertising ranked twenty-fifth, just 

below insurance salesmen and just above car salesmen.2 The abundance 

of new products on the market and advertisements across all media, in 

addition to increasing product sales overall, however, do not reflect this 

skepticism. Rather, it verifies that companies do see the benefits from 

advertising. Success stories on the websites of advertiSing firms show 

the difference between before and after cases for the products for which 

they produce advertisements. These studies reveal how consumer 



perception of products improves positively, and how sales soar after the 

execution of advertising campaigns, despite consumers' insistence that 

they do not trust advertisements, ignore them, and are therefore are not 

influenced by them. 

In their endeavor to sell their products, corporations seek to create 

a positive perception in the public. They try to reach audiences through 

advertisements that promote products through messages that are 

grounded in the sociocultural background of consumers. Drawing on 

such sociocultural elements as social representations, cultural models, 

shared know ledges, reality, and stereotypes, ads attempt to illustrate 

how products are relevant and necessary (see TABLE 1). Advertisements 

not only reflect on basic physical needs but also evoke strong desire for 

products by creating a sense of necessity. This necessity is usually social

psychological: ads tell consumers how the possession of the products 

in question improves the success of one's individual, emotional, social, 

and professional life. The use of sociocultural elements taps into human 

perception and conduct in sociocultural environments, turning desires 

into needs. 

Using these elements is vital to advertiSing because it is through 

them that ads find a common language to communicate with their 

designated target audience. The elements exist and circulate in society 

through perceptions, actions, and i~teracJions of individuals and groups. 

Advertising's communication with the public through the assemblies of 

the sociocultural elements becomes a vehicle that constructs and shapes 

reality and knowledge. In other words, advertising actively and socially 

constructs what we know and regard as real. 

Prescribing consumer values and behavior through representations 

of products is a tacit process, because the messages of advertisements 

are embedded in culture. Articulations of culture in advertisements 

ascribe meanings to products, making them socially and psychologically 

appealing tools that help create reality. Humans use these social

psychological tools with embedded meanings in order to make sense of 

reality in their interactions with others and their conduct in sociocultural 

environments. 

Along the lines of the interaction between culture and advertising, 

the question whether advertising creates culture and social values or 

simply mirrors them is widely debated.3 Both perspectives, actually, are 
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TABLE 1: Conceptual terms used in the study 

Definition ofTerminology 

Shared knowledge Shared reality 

Common perceptions, 

assumptions, and beliefs ' 

that are shared by the 

members of a society. 

A larger system of 

culturally specific 

meanings and practices 

that shape humans' 

Shared knowledge guides social conduct." 

individual cognition. 

Cultural models 

Common sociocultural 

knowledges that are 

materialized in humans' 

social conduct. Cultural 

models shape shared 

reality.s 

Social representations 

Collectivity of ideas, 

visual representations, 

and images that guide 

the understanding 

and communication 

of reality. 

Stereotypes 

Socially constructed 

standardized patterns 

of oversimplified 

opinion and belief. 

Repeated assembly 

Recurrent resources in 

sociocultural environ

ments. Shared realities, 

values, beliefs and knowl

edges, practices, along 

with existing artifacts 

and choices are 

repeatedly assembled. 

Assemblies allow a 

continuous flow and 

change in culture that 

organize the forms of 

human sOciality.6 

valid. Through the descriptions of existing values and their use in the 

context of consumerism, advertisements both obtain continuity in 

culture by perpetuating those values and maintain a change in society 

via the prescriptions of consumerist choices. 

Advertising's work is incremental, and is never at odds with the 

already existing structure of culture and society. The phenomena of 

"Hallmark holidays" such as Valentine's Day or Mother's Day is a good 

example of the establishment of consumerism in culture through 

advertising's use of existing sentiments and such customs as gift-giving. 

Thus, advertiSing not only mirrors culture through its uses of cultural 

values, but also reproduces and reshapes it. The creation and maintenance 

of consumer culture is intertwined with other cultural forms such as 
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popular music, film, and television, mixing the values of consumerism 

with those of popular media. 

Advertising, then, is a form and vehicle of structuration that enables 

the continuity and transformation of society and culture by helping the 

reproduction and shaping of human practices and interaction. According to 

the sociologist Anthony Giddens, structuration refers to the process of 

interaction between human beings where sociocultural rules and resources 

produce and reproduce such social systems as society.? As a structuration 

mode of culture, advertising helps shape sociocultural reality by using and 

making meanings. The processes of cultural production and reproduction 

are enabled by advertisements' repeated use and assembly of such 

sociocultural elements as cultural models and social representations as 

conventional rules and resources. With its sociocultural influence, 

advertising can be considered a boundary domain between production 

and consumption: it helps products enter mainstream culture after 

their manufacture. Within this process, advertising relies on culture as a 

source of inspiration. The examples below will show how advertisements 

use sociocultural elements in attributing meanings to products. 

Communication of those elements and meanings through messages in 

advertisements and consumers' use of these elements and meanings in their 

sociocultural environments enable the structuration process of advertising.8 

ADVERTISING AS A BOUNDARY DOMAIN 

Products have two lives: one during the design and manufacturing 

processes (production life), and another in the world of markets and use 

(consumption, or sociocultural life). The production life involves the 

social and technical dynamics ofthe design and manufacturing process: 

actors involved, and their interests, actions, politics, and power relations, 

in addition to technological capabilities and methods-all aspects that 

shape the course and the outcome of the design and production process.9 

The consumption life, on the other hand, is the process of products' 

circulation in society through their sale in markets and use in personal 

and social environments. 

According to Jean Baudrillard, advertising marks the distinction 

point between labor and product. When disconnecting the product from 

its history, advertising represents it as a new, simple, and pure being. lO 

Therefore, advertising is a boundary domain between the lives of 
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production and consumption. It IS ourlll~ '"'" '-vu, ~~ ~ , -_. _ . ----~ 

products change dimensions and are made neutral entities, stripped 

of the politics that enter into the production process. Advertising 

enables the transfer of products into mainstream culture. Production 

lives are not revealed unless products' functions and reasons for 

existence are questioned-for example, when products are recalled for 

faulty production, or when their impacts on humans and the 

environment are questioned in the public realm. 

Advertising is the means through which most products step into 

their consumption life. Humans actively use products and their 

meanings to operate in sociocultural environments. Products serve as 

markers of history, society, culture, and of individual and collective 

identities. They have sociological, cultural, and psychological meanings 

and functions in addition to economic and utilitarian ones. 

CULTURE AS INSPIRATION IN ADVERTISING PROCESSES 

Advertising creativity does not solely involve aesthetic design skills. It 

also involves communication and interpersonal skills: how well creative 

directors (or so called "creatives") can observe and tap into shared 

knowledges; how well they can tell a story to which viewers can relate; 

and how well their advertisement resonates in people's minds. 

Consequently, as mediators between clients and consumers, creatives 

are most successful when they can truly observe and understand 

culture and human truths, and find creative ways to communicate that 

culture back to the people who help form the culture. As one art director 

puts it, "creatives are experts on culture."" They are usually socially and 

culturally curious and are attuned to what is happening in their 

environment. Creatives often say advertising is not about what happens 

inside advertising firms, but what happens in the outside world that they 

bring into work. 
Creatives' own experience of life and of people in society-what 

they wear, how they talk, what they read, and where they go-are all 

relevant and necessary for communication in advertisements. Various 

assignments creatives undertake also allow them to be exposed to a 

variety of different products, subcultures, and situations. For example, 

assignment- and context-relevant research (on products and target 

audiences), context-relevant immersion (such as going to places where 
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the product to be advertised might be), and context.relevant 

observation (firsthand experience of target audience behavior) are all 

methods of cultural inspiration. In addition, such artifacts of culture as 

television, music, the internet, film, books, and newspapers are 

significant tools that help inspiration, as they all elaborate on culture. 

Thus, advertising creativity relies heavily on culture as a source of 

inspiration-it is situated in and constructed by culture. In order to be 

successful, advertisements need to have clear messages that achieve 

shared communication so that viewers can read the intended messages 

and act upon them in the way advertisers want. In ads, sociocultural 

elements are repeatedly assembled and are associated with products. 

Ads, therefore, perpetuate those elements, continuously maintaining 

culture while also bringing a change. Part of this change comes from 

meanings attributed to new products, while another is the reflection of 

the changing dynamics of culture, trends. and values. Because culture is 

not static, a constant observation of change and variety is needed. In 

summary, creatives' immersion into culture assures the clarity and the 

sharedness of their messages. 

COMMUNICATION OF SOCIOCULTURAL 

ELEMENTS IN ADVERTISEMENTS 

Because space and time are limited in print ads and television 

commercials, creatives look for shortcuts in communicating messages. 

Within the available space and tinie, creatives strive to make the most 

desired impact on viewers. There are several visual and textual/verbal 

methods of representing and communicating cultural models and shared 

knowledges to viewers in print and television advertisements. These 

methods involve the employment of: 

- visual and textual/verbal expressions of linguistic metaphors; 

- visual comparisons; 

- visual expressions of symbols and widely shared meanings with 
symbOlic value; 

- storytelling; 

- stereotypes. 

The use of metaphors in ads helps the attribution of meanings to products 

in addition to achieving instant communication through resemblance 

(FI GS. 1 and 2). Comparisons both clarify an ad's message and strengthen 

the meanings that are attached to a product. Symbols and meanings 
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that have symbolic value are very effective in achieving instant 

communication because they constitute cultural knowledges that are 

shared by the members of a society. linguistic metaphors, symbols, and 

symbolic meanings are shared knowledges, cultural models, and social 

representations in themselves that, when attached to products, endow 

them with their meanings. Visual and textual/verbal storytelling takes 

place when creatives make up events, reference to the happenings in 

real life, and show snapshots or reels of these instances. Because they 

constitute real-life events or likely situations, it becomes easy for 

viewers to understand and relate to the messages in advertisements. 

The use of cultural stereotypes in advertisements results not only 

from the desire to achieve instant communication but also from the 

request of cl ients. Many tend to prefer stereotypical representations of 

people in their culturally accepted social roles; as they invest large sums 

of money into advertising. companies do not want to take the risk of 

being irrelevant to their target audiences. While creatives believe in the 

shock value and attention·getting quality of using non·stereotypical 

representations, they are usually inclined toward using stereotypes for 

achieving shared communication and relevance.u Considering the 

cultural effect of advertisements, the downside of using stereotypes is 

that they fossilize shared beliefs about people even though they may be 

wrong or negative (FIG. 3)· 

Cultural transfer occurs through the repeated assemblies of 

creatives' own experiences, shared knowledges. cultural models, and 

social representations in mediating products to target audiences in 

advertisements. The process of transfer perpetuates and constructs 

reality-the realities that revolve around the meanings of products and 

the social representations that were used in association. For example, 

what it means socially and psychologically to use a certain brand of car 

is a message that is achieved through the process of cultural transfer 

in figure 4. The types of cultural models and social representations 

employed in ads, obviously, depend on how a creative and his or her 

client company want the target audience to perceive the promoted 

product. The mediation of products needs to intersect with individuals' 

and society's physical and psychological expectations in order to create 

the desired effect-provoking a positive thought and desire causing the 

buying behavior in consumers. 
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F~GS. 1 and.2. Canon E05-10 advertisement part L The original ad is in the form of an 

eIght-page magazine insert. Each panel shown here const ituted a separate page. 

F~G. 3 In order to make its point, this ad locates its message at the juxtaposition of 

V IS~1 repre~entation and shared know/edges of elderly women. It is attention grabbing 

and influentIal b«ause it challenges the cukural expectations and stereotypical beliefs 
about elderly women. 

To further analyze how stereotypes, storytelling, and symbols in visual 

representations are employed, it is useful to look at two advertisements, 

by General Electric and Toyota, as examples. 

G ENE RAL EL EC T RI C A D V ERTI S EME NT 

The denotative level of the General Elect ric (GE) advertisement involves 

the text (the headline and the copy), an African American couple holding 

hands, a Ritchen setting with chrome appliances, and some art objects in 

addition to the artworks on the walls ( FI G. 5). The syntagmatic structure 

conveys an idea of a couple with different tastes and occupations. The 

idea, art marries technology, which also is the headline, is illustrated 

through the juxtaposition of the couple with different interests. The 

same idea also resonates in the appliances advertised: they are sleek, 

stylish, high-technology products. 

At the connotative level, we have two signs in focus: the male and 

the fema le. From her funky clothing and hair and a piece of artwork she 

is holding, we understand that the female is evidently the person who 

represents the "art" side of the marriage. She, as a sign, and the signs of 

appliances correspond: she signifies art, aesthetics, beauty. and style, 

which resonate on the artfulness and beauty of the appliances. The male 

she is holding hands with is clothed in a white lab coat, which Signifies 

the idea of an engineer or technician. With his neat haircut. clothing, and 

accessories, he signifies detail·orientedness, intellect, reliability, and 

orderl iness. Judging from his appearance, we understand that the male 

represents the '"technology" side of the marriage. which resonates on 

the idea of the state-of-the-art technological intelligence of the 

appliances. The orderliness, coupled with the smile on the cast's faces, 

conveys an idea of user-friendly technology. 

The kitchen setting is filled with artworks and colorful and stylish 

objects. The signs of artworks in relation to the kitchen convey the idea 

that the kitchen is the female 's territory. The flower paintings on the 

wall, the colorful flowers in the vase, and the reddish pot on the stove 

tell the viewer that the woman takes on the classical domestic female 

roles such as decorating and cooking. The male cast is evidently the 

breadwinner who works outside. Even though the kitchen is the female's 

territory. he participates in making important household choices, such as 



FIG·4 Toyota Camry Solara advertisement 

picking out appliances. From a paradigm of roles, the creatives who 

designed the ad chose conventional cultural models and stereotypical 

social and domestic roles for the female a'1d the male represented in this 

particular ad. Symbols are extensively used in the visual representation 
of the cast and the kitchen. 

The headline as a sign has a definitive role: without it, it is hard to 

understand the story. The contrast in the appearance of the couples is so 

~triking that the strong sign of holding hands may not be enough by 

Itself to convey the idea that the couple is married or emotionally engaged. 

The text indicates how GE appliances combine art and technology and 
therefore are suitable to people with different tastes. 

TOYOTA PRIUS HYBRID SYSTEM ADVERTISEMENT 

A d~notative reading of the Toyota Prius advertisement reveals a gray 

car In front of a garage in a green garden (FIG. 6). A female in a gray 

pantsuit holding dry cleaning looks back at the car while walking in the 

J rt mar-rics technology. 

t1I Pro/iff' 

FIG. 5 General Electric advertisement 

opposite direction. A male child with his bag and lunchbox is running before 

the female. The story of the ad conveys a message of a busy, educated 

mother who is portrayed as coming home after work and after running 

some household errands that involve picking up dry cleaning and 

dropping off and picking up her children. The headline suggests that she 

has forgotten to pick up her other child, Jason. The claim of the ad is that 

the Toyota Prius is an environmentally friendly electric/gas car that handles 

inefficient driving exemplified through the depiction of a busy mother. 

A more detailed reading of the advertisement reveals several 

important signs that help the overall syntagm. The woman's clothing 

signifies that she is a professional. From her clothing and the dry cleaning 

she carries, we assume that she works outside of the home either part

time or full-time. Her slim figure implies that she is a health-conscious 

person. It is not clear whether she is a single mother or she is married; in 

any case, she appears to undertake such conventional female domestic 

roles as taking care of kids and running household errands. Her schedule 



52/45 MPG" PRIUS 

FIG. 6 Toyota Prius advertisement 

~~: gh
et 

.hectfic; we know this from her forgetting to pick up her other son 
c Olce 0 a female as opp d t . 

. ose a-a male as the parent is com atible 
width the co~ventional cultural perspective of females and their s:cial 
an domestic roles. 

The boy happily runs home not knowing or worrying that his 

mother forgot to ~ick up his brother. The house appears to be a decent 

suburban house with well-cared lawn and bushes. The abundance of 

greenery ~nd the blue sky are used symbolically and are in harmon . 
the advertiser's claim that the p. .. y with 
suggests that nus IS an environmentally friendly car. It 

. greenery and the blue air can stay as they are wh 
dnves this car. The signs on th . . en one 

I e upper nght side require more than lay 
cu tural knowledge to interpret, but judging from the symbolic use of 

green color on the car-shaped leaf, the gas and electric symbols on the 

upper left corner, and the overall feeling of the ad it would b c 
ass th h . , esa,eto 

ume at t e signs show how exactly the car is environmentally 
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friendly. The logo, tagline, and the internet address all embedded on a 

picture of a leaf signify how Toyota is committed to the environment. 

The copy as a linguistic sign further attempts to persuade viewers 

why Toyota Prius is efficient and environmentally friendly. It suggests 

that because the car provides a more intelligent way to drive, owners can 

"concentrate on other things" such as not forgetting to pick up their 

child. The usage of cultural models and knowledges through the visual 

representations of an instance from life assists in viewers' understanding 

and decoding of this advertisement. 

MAKING AND USING MEANINGS 

On the consumers' part, reading the messages in advertisements 

requires cultural literacy that comes from lived experiences and 

participation in sociocultural life. Communication can be largely shared 

or interrupted depending on an individual's uptake on sociocultural 

reality. As members of a society, viewers actively engage in the 

construction of meaning in advertisements by judging from the visual 

representations of cultural models, stereotypes, shared reality, and 

knowledge. These representations are important social and cognitive 

tools. Subscription into such beliefs as stereotypes provides consistency 

that, in a cognitive viewpoint, is necessary for the function of human 

beings in sociocultural environments. 

Similarly, viewers' understanding of material products is influenced 

through the cultural content and context within which these products 

are presented. Humans use products as social-psychological tools to 

operate in a sociocultural environment-in their interactions with others, 

in perceiving reality, and in their overall social conduct. When people use 

products in their daily lives, they also use the meanings and relevant 

cultural models that are used in advertisements, allowing the emergence 

of sociocultural lives of products. 

Individuals and social groups use products and their meanings in 

making statements about their identity, marking social space, and in 

understanding and making sense of their environments and situations 

that reside outside the individual (FIG. 7). Sociocultural identities are 

built, displayed, reenacted, and perceived through the use of models, 

representations, and meanings. Meanings of products are essential for 

making identities visible.'3 



When consumers buy new products, symbolic meanings play 

important roles in decision-making, even more so than traditional aspects 

such as cost. resources, and utility.14 Consumers use the meanings 

embedded in products in creating and surviving social change: by 

expressing cultural categories and ideas, cultivating ideas, creating and 

sustaining lifestyles, and constructing notions of the self.1S Products 

complement individuals through the symbolic meanings that are 

constructed through advertising and society. As sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu argues, 

choosing according to one's tastes is a matter of identifying 

with goods that are objectively attuned to one's position and 

which "go together" because they are situated in roughly 

equivalent positions in their respective spaces, be they films or 

plays, cartoons or novels, clothes or furniture; this choice is 

assisted by institutions ... [such as] magazines ... which are 

themselves defined by their position in a field and which are 

chosen on the same principles . ..s 

Meanings, representations, and identities (of humans and institutions), 

then, are all intertwined aspects of shared reality that define ways of 

being and behaving. 

Material meanings, through the exhibition of products in social 

spheres, compose material images and identities of their users. 

Individuals regard their own and others' possessions as symbols of 

identity through the personal integration of the objective and symbolic 

aspects of objects. Social psychologist Helga Dittmar argues that "to 

have is to be"; products are a part of their owner's extended self that 

constitute symbols used in the personal and social aspects of identity." 

Products serve as tools for individual psychological aspects such as 

completing the self, filling inadequacies, and reaffirming people's lives." 

They also serve in broader levels to constitute shared realities through 

their symbolic meanings and constitute a concrete history of an 

individual's past as much as a society's.19 

Thus, advertising marks the beginning point of the dissemination of 

cultural context. When people decode advertisements and use 

advertised products, the dissemination of cultural context and meanings 

not only substantiates the cultural models, knowledges, and reality used 

in the advertising mediation process but also establishes products in 
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.. allooking" male cast on a children's tricycle 
FIG.7 eBay advertisement The norm. . leisure motorcycliSts and others. 
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" eanin s through advertisements is a 
mainstream culture. Makmg m g I While it maintains the 

. aling process that continuously evo ves. 

:~;~ctural elements in culture, it ensures a continual change. 

CO N CLUSI O N . that s mboJizes the distinction between 

Advertising is a boundary dom~tn I. es ~f products. In advertisement 
h duction and consumptIon IV 

t e pro . . f roduction are concealed and 
development processes, politICS 0 P . s they are prepared for 

products are attributed new cultur~1 meanm~s a to be used in their 
" p ducts are given meanings 

mass consum~tlon. h ro h the culturally situated creative processes of 
soc.ioculturailives t roug to viewers in 

. When mediating messages 
the advertising practIce. h ed ultural models, knowledges, 
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designing ads. creatIYes u .' Th sociocultural elements not 

. h" e communiCation. ese 
and reality to ac 0d

,ev 
t but also help in the attribution of meanings. 

only promote pr uc s 
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. Advertisements represent idealized forms of lifestyles and identities 

Interwoven with the eXisting cultural models and social representations 

blurring the Ii~e between desire and necessity. The desired object • 

~comes a social need in adjusting to and operating in a consumerism

oriented culture. It is in the interaction between the individual with 

others and material artifacts that these representations, know ledges. 

and rearities, as well as stereotypes come to exist. Participation into 

sociocultu ral life requires the use of the sociocultural elements. People 

use the cultural messages and meanings in advertisements to construct 

and make sense of culture, SOCiety. and others. Sodaculturallives of 

products are important tools that help people operate in sociocultural 

~nVjr~~ments. Products become extensions of self, making visible 
IdentItIes through the meanings they hold. 

It is important to note that advertising's influence is indirect or 

implicit because the representations of products are shaped throu h 
e . r It I I g XIS 109 cu ura e ements, exhibition of lifestyles. identities, and 

associations of meanings with products. Through th is approach. 

advertIsements not only become relevant to consumers and are easily 

apprehended. but they also define and create individual and 

SOCiocu~tu ra l ident ities, contributing to individuals' and society's self. 

perceploon. They describe and prescribe ways of seeing. being. and 

behaVIng. Therefore advertising enables the function of individual . . sin 
SOCiocultural environments, defining the nature of culture and SOCiety 
along the way. . 

. When a~vertisements are circulated in SOCiety and consumed by 

Viewers, their representations of cultural models contribute to the 

reproduction of cultural reality and society at large. As a form of 

str~cturation, advertising enables the continuity and transformation of 

sOCl~ty and culture because it helps shape human cognition, conduct, 

an.d Interaction. It maintains and transforms sociocultural reality by 
uSing and making meanings. 
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