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The Price of Happiness: On Advertising, Image, and Self-Esteem

This lesson is part of USE, UNDERSTAND & ENGAGE: A Digital Media Literacy Framework for
Canadian Schools: http://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/digital-literacy-framework.

QA EA

LEVEL: Grade 8 to 12

Overview

In this lesson students answer

a brief questionnaire related

to self-image, self-esteem, and
advertising, and then work as
groups to create and act in mock
television commercials that parody
advertising techniques.

Learning Outcomes

Big ideas/key concepts: Students
will learn the understand that...

Media have commercial
considerations: Most media
products are created to earn
money in some way

Media have social and political
implications: Media works can
influence how we see ourselves
and our place in the world
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Adapted, with permission, from Living in a Material
World: Lessons on Commercialism, Consumption, and Environment, ©
the Center for the Study of Commercialism, Washington, D.C; an 8-lesson
curriculum to help young people gain perspective on commercialism and
consumerism in today’s society.

Each medium has a unique aesthetic form: Advertising follows standard
forms and conventions that are designed to appeal to consumers

Key questions:

*  How does advertising convince us of the need for a product?
« How does advertising influence how we see ourselves?
Frequent misconceptions to correct: Advertising is about making you

aware of a product; ads always make a clear and direct argument for why
you should buy a product

Essential knowledge: Students will learn...

*  Media representation: How advertising influences our views of gender
«  Community engagement: How we can challenge advertising messages

* Consumer awareness: How advertising creates problems and then
sells solutions

* Media health: How advertising influences our self-image
Performance tasks: Students will use media tools to demonstrate their

understanding of advertising, and engage critically with its impact on self-
image
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THE PRICE OF HAPPINESS: ON ADVERTISING, IMAGE, AND SELF-ESTEEM

Preparation and Materials

Prepare to project Definition of Advertising
Prepare to project or distribute student handouts:

e Advertising and Image
e Student Questionnaire

. What Do Advertisements Sell Us?

Procedure

Inform students that you are asking them to complete a brief, anonymous
guestionnaire. Distribute the Student Questionnaires and allow a few
minutes for students to complete them.

Present the Definition of Advertising, as provided on your screen or digital
whiteboard. Briefly discuss:

« What are the different places we see ads? (Make sure that TV
commercials and ads on social networks or video services such as
YouTube are mentioned.) Are ads more likely to make people feel
satisfied or dissatisfied with themselves?

*  Why would it be to an advertiser’s advantage to make people feel
satisfied or dissatisfied with themselves?

* In what ways do ads benefit us?

Distribute the background readings Advertising and Image? Allow time for
students to read it and answer the questions.

Discuss key points:

« Ads tend to present a limited view of the personality traits, bodies and
societal roles that are appropriate or desirable for boys and girls, men
and women.

e Ads can foster an unnatural level of preoccupation with appearance.
* Ads can present unreal, unattainable images of physical attractiveness.

*  Ads often make us worry about something we had never thought of
before, and then sell us a solution to the “problem.”
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Project or distribute the handout What Do Advertisements Sell Us About
Being a Man or a Woman? and discuss:

What problem is each of these ads selling? (What does each one make
you anxious about?)

«  The Maxi-Milk ad: The image sells us the fear that we are not strong
and muscular enough. The ad copy (“builds lean muscles” suggests
that even if we have lots of muscles, they may be the wrong kind.

*«  The Sugar Bear Hair vitamins ad: The image sells us the fear that we
are not thin and sexy enough. (Ask students: This is an ad for hair
vitamins. How much does this image focus on the hair? What else
does it focus on?) The ad copy makes us worry about “stress” on our
hair, especially if our hair is “natural” (which seems to be good?).

How does each one sell a solution to the problem?

*«  The Maxi-Milk ad sells “nutrition when you need it.” (Point out to
students that there is almost nobody in North America who does not
get enough protein in their diet, and that if you want to increase your
protein it is much more healthful—and cheaper—to do it by eating
whole foods such as nuts.)

*  The Sugar Bear Hair vitamins ad sells the product as something that
will make hair “look and feel amazing” though it does not explain how
they will do this. Point out to students that while having a deficiency
of some vitamins may affect your hair, taking more of those vitamins
than you need won’t make your hair better.)

How is this kind of advertising different from the definition of advertising
we discussed earlier? What kinds of ads do you see more often, ads that
just let you know that a product exists or ones that suggest you have a
problem that the product will solve?

PROBLEM-SOLUTION ROUND ROBIN

Divide the class into groups or pairs. Have each group come up with a
problem that a product could solve.

e |t could be for something negative they don’t know about (like “ring
around the collar”), something they didn’t know they needed (like
“hair vitamins”) or something they didn’t know they were doing wrong
(like “lean muscle.”)
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* |t might be something about consumers’ bodies (e.g. droopy ears),
something about their homes (e.g. mischievous, invisible elves),
something about their clothes (e.g. dirty pants pockets), et cetera.

Have them write a skit or script that coommunicates what the problem is
and why you should be worried about it.

Next, have them pass what they’'ve done to a different group, so that all
groups have a “problem” created by a second group.

Each group will now create an ad for a product or service that solves the
problem. The ad should communicate:
1. What the problem is

2. What audience would worry about it (think about: age, gender,
profession, etc.)

3. Why they should worry about it
4. How the product or service solves it
The final product can be in any ad format that students are familiar with:

a skit or script for a TV ad, a print ad, a social network post, etc. (You may
limit them to a single format, such as a skit, if you prefer.)

When groups have finished, have them present and explain their ads.

ASSESSMENT: NOTHING FOR SALE

Tell students that for this assignment, they will identify a problem that real
ads sell you.

*  This should be connected in some way to gender, body image or self-
image more generally (e.g. coolness, confidence, etc.)

*  They should find and explain at least one example of a real ad (in any
format) that sells you this problem.

*  They will then create an ad in a format of their choice that
communicates why you do not need to worry or deal with this
problem. (You may limit them to a single format, such as a skit or a
print ad, if you prefer.)

This assignment can be done individually, in pairs or in groups, as you
prefer.
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Definition of Advertising

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

advertise:

1. to tell about or praise ( a product, service, etc.) publicly, as through newspapers,
handbills, radio, etc., so as to make people want to buy it;

2. to make known; give notice of;

3. to call the public’s attention to.

advertisement:
1. the act of advertising;

2. a public notice or announcement, usually paid for, as of things for sale, needs, etc.

(New World Dictionary, Second College Edition)
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Advertising and Image

DO ADVERTISEMENTS INFLUENCE OUR SELF
IMAGE AND OUR SELF ESTEEM?

Can ads influence what we perceive as valid roles for
ourselves in our society? And can our self-image and
self-esteem be influenced by advertising?

Everywhere we turn, advertisements tell us what
it means to be a desirable man or woman. Ads
paint limited images of what men and women can
be. Because ads are everywhere in our society,
these limited images sink into our conscious and
unconscious minds. In this way, ads help limit our
understanding of our worth and our full potential.

Ads, whether in traditional or social media, tend to
present women in limited roles. Girls and women in
ads show concern about their bodies, their clothes,
their homes, and the need to attract a boy or man.
Also, the girls and women in ads are presented as
“beautiful.” But ads offer a very limited, narrow image
of beauty. The advertising industry favours models
with facial features that look White, even if the model
is Black or Hispanic. Ads also present a very thin

body type as though it were the most common or
most desirable body type. In reality, many different
kinds of facial features and body types are beautiful.
Besides, the flawless appearance of women in ads isn’'t
even real. It's an illusion created by makeup artists,
photographers, and filters. Each image is carefully
worked over. Blemishes, wrinkles, and stray hairs are
erased. Teeth and eyeballs are bleached white. In some
cases, the picture you see is actually made of several
photos. The face of one model may be combined with
the body of a second model and the legs of a third.
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So many of the pictures we see are artificial,
manufactured images. What happens when a girl or
woman compares her real self with this narrow, unreal
image of “perfection”? She may feel unattractive.
When her self-image suffers, often her self-esteem is
damaged too. She then looks for ways to improve her
image and self-esteem.

Ads also present an image of the “ideal” male.
Although ads targeting boys and men do not present
as narrow an imaginary physical ideal as do ads
targeting girls and women, they still present a very
limited view of masculinity. For girls and women,
body image is emphasized in most ads. For boys and
men, the image emphasized is an image of attitude.
Boys and young men in ads typically play the part

of someone who is cool and confident, independent,
even a rebel. Men in ads tend to have an aura of
power, physical strength, confidence, dominance, and
detachment. The implied message for the viewer is
that this is the way to be cool, this is the way a young
man should act.

The male image shown in ads almost never includes
such traits as sensitivity, vulnerability, or compassion.
This may discourage boys and men from displaying
these natural and desirable human traits. Ads may thus
limit a boy or man’s sense of what he can or should be.

The actors in ads tend to be handsome, with clear
complexions and hair that is perfectly combed or
perfectly windblown. They are also almost always
athletic. Physical or even sexual prowess is suggested
in scenes of physically challenging, dangerous, or
aggressive sports. The self-image of boys and men
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who do not exhibit these traits for example, who have
normal complexions, are not athletic, and don’t feel
cool and confident may suffer when they watch these
ads. Negative feelings about oneself, whether related
to appearance or anything else, can be followed by
lower self-esteem.

“Don’t sell the product. Create a new problem, then
sell the solution.” (Ad industry proverb)

Of course, the ads that injure our self-image and
self-esteem don’t stop there. They conveniently offer
to sell a product that will solve our newly imagined
“problem.”

Consider these quotes from advertising industry
figures:

“Advertising at its best is making people feel that
without their product, you're a loser. Kids are very
sensitive to that. If you tell them to buy something,
they are resistant. But if you tell them they’ll be a dork
if they don’t, you've got their attention. You open up
emotional vulnerabilities and it's very easy to do with

kids because they’re the most emotionally vulnerable.”

Nancy Shalek

“Don’t tell me how good you make it; tell me how
good it makes me when | use it.” Leo Burnett

“The key to economic prosperity is the organized
creation of dissatisfaction.” Charles Kettering, founder
of General Motors

Many commonly accepted ideas about appearance
- for example, that skin should be blemish free and
teeth bright white - are not absolute truths. These
expectations were artificially created over a period
of years by those who wanted to sell certain kinds
of products and promoted the idea that we needed
those products if our physical appearance was to be
acceptable.
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Although ads have used this technigque for more

than a century, the most famous example is the

1970s “Ring Around the Collar” campaign for Wisk
detergent. These ads warned housewives about stains
on a part of their husbands’ clothes they might never
have thought about before—the inside of the shirt
collar—and sold Wisk as the best way to avoid it. More
recently, Wisk has launched a spiritual sequel to this
campaign by running ads where ultraviolet light is
used to reveal stains that are literally invisible to the
naked eye.

This approach can create a whole new market for
products: antiperspirants were originally a “niche”
product for craftsmen who wanted to keep their
hands dry, but once ads suggested that underarm
odour could spoil a woman’s chance at marriage they
became much more popular.

© Center for the Study of Commercialism

QUESTIONS

(Answer on separate paper)

1. What picture of boys and girls, or men and
women, does advertising usually present?

2. How can ads create a need or a problem? What is
the benefit of this approach to advertisers?

3. How well does the kind of advertising described
here match the definition we read earlier? What
might explain any differences?

4. The Price of Happiness: Student Questionnaire

5. Circle “yes” if something has been true once or
many times and “no” if it has never been true. Your
answers will remain anonymous.
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The Price of Happiness: Student Questionnaire
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Circle “yes” if something has been true once or many times and “no” if it has never been
true. Your answers will remain anonymous.

* | have sometimes felt bad about myself for not having something. Yes No
* | have felt that others might like me more if | owned a certain item. Yes No
* An ad has made me feel that | would like myself more, or that others would like Yes No

me more, if | owned the product that the ad was selling.

* | have felt that others might like me more if | looked different — if my face, body, Yes No
skin, or hair were different.

* An ad has made me feel that | would like myself more, or that others would like Yes No
me more, if | could change my appearance with the product that the ad was

selling.
* | sometimes worry about my appearance, about whether | look attractive. Yes No
* | would like others to form their opinion of me based on: Yes No

what | look like and what | own

my personality and character traits

© Center for the Study of Commercialism
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What Do Advertisements Sell Us About Being a Man or Being a
Woman?
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What problem is this ad selling? (What might it make you anxious about?)

How does it sell a solution to the problem?
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What Do Advertisements Sell Us About Being a Man or Being a
Woman?
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What problem is this ad selling? (What might it make you anxious about?)

How does it sell a solution to the problem?
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