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The Real World of “Mad Men”

 


If advertising speaks to a thousand in order
to influence one,

so does the church. If it encourages people
to live beyond their means, so does matrimony. Christ would be a
national advertiser today.

--- Bruce Barton, ad man

 


Mikhail Gorbachev was more human than the
old men who came before him, more approachable, more like one of
us.

He allowed the Berlin Wall to come down and
refused to put the state system on life support when Communism
gasped its final breath, and so we crowned “the man who put an end
to the Cold War,” and awarded him an honored place in our history
books.

And even if he dismantled the old system
before putting a new one in place, and even if, because of that, he
is not a hero in his own land, who cares?

Certainly no one seems to at Pizza Hut.

After all, Mikhail Gorbachev is also the man
who brought “Deep Dish” to Moscow.

There he was, sitting for hours in front of
the film crew’s cameras, sitting in a corner of the restaurant with
his 10 year old granddaughter for 40 seconds, never saying a word,
never eating a slice --- she’s the hungry one --- just being more
human than the old men who came before him, more approachable, more
like one of us.

And sales shot up.

We shall venerate the man by revering his
pizza.

One glasnost, please, perestroika with
extra pepperoni.

****

 


When the award winning hit television drama
“Mad Men” debuted in July 2007, set in time four decades ago, there
was a heavy emphasis on fashion and music. Those styles and those
sounds surrounded life in the fictional Madison Avenue ad agency,
Sterling Cooper, while the storyline emphasized many of the social
traits that were so wrong with the world during those years.
Bigotry. Racism. Sexism. Homophobia. Alcohol soaked lunches.
Cigarette smoke filled offices. Male entitlement. Female
subservience.

And while there are moments when “Mad Men”
hit on the agency’s business, with references to real companies and
their marketing strategies, lost somewhere in the necessity for
soap opera has been the fact that out of that decade came the most
creative and most remarkable era that Madison Avenue has ever
seen.

It wasn’t by chance that the 1960s became
“The Swinging ‘60s.”

Nor was it by chance that what happened on
Madison Avenue in the years leading up to “The Mad Men Decade”, and
what has happened as a result of those years, has changed the
world.

This, is the story of that.

This is a story about casting spells. About
filling our heads with some catchy tune or a neat slogan that will
throb gently in the hidden layers of our brain. About touching
buttons; parceling intellect and emotion together; finding ways of
saying one thing on the surface and something else beneath it;
targeting our hopes; remolding our ambitions; allaying our fears;
helping us mascara the face we put on to meet other faces. About
selling us back ourselves; priming us for that singular moment when
we spot their product somewhere and find ourselves reaching for it,
almost uncontrollably, dropping it in our shopping basket, paying
for it and bringing it home; then making that product an integral
part of our lives, all of this without us ever wondering, why?

* “Aren’t you glad you use Dial? Don’t you
wish everybody did?” (If you use Dial, no one will think you smell
bad, the way people smell bad when they don’t use Dial.)

* “The best a man can get. Gillette.” (Use
another brand and you’re less manly.)

* “The best tires in the world have Goodyear
written all over them.” (If Goodyear isn’t written on your tires,
you’re the sort of person who is willing to settle for less than
the best.)

* “Promise her anything but give her
Arpege.” (You don’t have to tell her what she wants to hear, she’s
yours for a bottle of perfume.)

* “Bring out the Hellman’s and bring out the
best.” (Don’t let your family think you’re giving them anything
less than the best?)

* “We don’t sell any size smaller than XL...
maybe it’s time you tried one on. Harley Davidson Motorcycles.”
(Are they referring to the bikes or guys who ride them?)

* “Ronson, since 1896 - eyewear, wristwear,
fashion accessories for the life you live.” (If you liked our
lighters it’s only logical that you’ll love our sunglasses.)

* “Image Is Nothing - Sprite.” (Let’s create
an image by saying image is nothing.)

* “Helps control dandruff --- Head and
Shoulders.” (So does soap!)

* “Anacin - Twice as much pain reliever.”
(Than what?)

* “You can be sure if it's Westinghouse.”
(Sure that Anacin has twice as much pain reliever?)

* “All you need to know about paint.
Sherwin-Williams.” (You probably don’t know anything about paint
but are you going to admit that to the world?)

* “If it’s got to be clean it’s got to be
Tide.” (Of course it’s got to be clean, so if you put your trust in
another product, everyone will see that your clothes are
dirty.)

* “You’ve come a long way baby. Virginia
Slims Cigarettes.” (If you’re a woman who needs to believe that you
can do more than just vote, drive and smoke in public, you can tell
the world how far you come by smoking these in public.)

* “You’re not fully clean until you’re
Zestfully clean. Zest Soap.” (And you thought you were fooling them
with Dial!)

This is the story of how the real “Mad Men”
get us to spend.

 


--- JR, NYC 2012


CHAPTER ONE

Alfred, Ernest and James

 


At one of the largest advertising agencies in
America, psychologists on the staff are probing sample humans in an
attempt to find how to identify, and beam messages to, people of
high anxiety, body consciousness, hostility, passiveness, and so
on.

--- Vance Packard, The Hidden Persuaders

 


Advertising is not a science. It is an art
form. And as an art form, at least in its purest sense, it has gone
as far it can go. The end of the road was reached in January
1984.

As purveyors to the uncertainties of any art
form, the men and women who run today’s advertising agencies --- no
longer the creative types but, instead, managers and accountants
and lawyers --- have been confronted with these inevitable truths:
that they cannot yet manage the quantum leap from making us
salivate to making us buy; that it won’t happen until something
spectacular comes along to move them closer towards some sort of
quantifiable science; that until someone invents a magic black box
with lots of shiny buttons which they can push to trigger in us
uncontrollable urges to buy things --- stuff we didn’t plan on
buying, or didn’t know we wanted to buy, or, in fact never wanted
to buy at all --- there is little else to do but globalize.

Copywriters and art directors had long ago
proved they knew everything there is to know about making us laugh,
cry, sit up and take notice, so the corporate suits have had to be
content with turning ad agencies into serious businesses, spreading
the gospel and cashing in on commissions from Madison Avenue to the
far reaches of the rest of the world.

That’s not to say, however, they’ve ever
given up hope that the magic black box might arrive on the next
morning’s stage. The ultimate quest is to turn this art form into
science, somehow getting it to the point where results can be
predicted, even guaranteed. They’ve been anxious for it to happen
ever since the 1950s when a man named James Vicary falsely claimed
to have tamed subliminal perception.

In spite of Vicary’s subsequent confession,
and flying in the face of proof that subliminal perception doesn’t
work, legions of people are, even today, convinced that what he
claimed to have stumbled across, did work. That it does work. Or,
that given the proper set of conditions, it could work.

They believe this with religious fervor
because a magic black box --- no matter what form it eventually
takes --- is Madison Avenue’s Holy Grail.

These otherwise-enlightened have, for nearly
half a century, argued that the mind most definitely does respond
psychologically and physiologically to secret messages. That there
are ways of broadcasting messages which can make us, unknowingly,
act and think in a pre-programmed manner.

Because they want it to be true, they
forever actively fuel those fires, leaving stalwarts convinced that
there is a massive conspirational cover-up to keep the general
public from knowing the truth. They exalt Vicary as the first shot
in a war of invisible and inaudible stimuli, unconsciously
perceived, by which we are, today, constantly bombarded. They
insist that modern day hidden persuaders are alive and well and
manipulating the public at will.

And while there are plenty more on the other
side who feel that any explorer in search of hidden persuasion is
not merely up against science but also up against a public of
consumers more worldly --- not to mention decidedly more cynical
--- than anyone could have dreamed of in 1957, the fact is that
both groups are defending the wrong corners.

The question is no longer, can a magic black
box happen? But, when will it happen? In that regard, the
conspiracy first exposed in 1957 --- but which never materialized
--- is finally real.

The future is not here. But, riding on the
back of digital technology, the magic black box will be here
tomorrow.

Art cannot guarantee results. Only science
can do that. And advertising is not a science.

At least, not yet.

*****

 


World War II forever changed the economic
course of world history, devastating the factories of Europe,
lifting the United States out of the Great Depression and bringing
to the country full employment. There had never been a industrial
power of this magnitude and omnipotence.

Despite recessions and the various oil
crises, despite minor depressions, the war in Vietnam and the
political upheaval of Watergate, America’s position as the world’s
predominant commercial force would go virtually unchallenged for
the next 50 years. The Germans and the Japanese would again become
forces to reckon with, but now the weapons of war would be motor
cars and VCRs.

Stock markets opened around the world,
boomed and crashed and sometimes rebounded. At times, for a time,
the balance of economic power tipped towards the Japanese, then the
Arabs, then back to the Japanese, before spreading wider, through
what is now known as the Pacific Rim. One day, possibly, it might
even tip towards whatever form of confederation comes out of the
European’s common market. But throughout the last half of the 20th
century the dollar remained the global currency. And none of that
would have happened had Hitler not come to power or the Japanese
not bombed Pearl Harbor or the isolationists in Congress somehow
prevailed in keeping Roosevelt from declaring war.

America had been caught unprepared.

The guns of World War I had rusted while the
country was struggling to keep the banks open and still make
butter. Now, to gear up for battle and take the fight to the enemy,
the nation focused on the only thing that mattered --- marching men
off to service and marching women into factories where they would
churn out planes and tanks and rifles.

Five years later, when the war was over and
the men came home, they took up their places in those factories and
re-geared, this time to satisfy the pent-up demand for consumer
goods that had come with victory and a national reserve of
accumulated wealth.

Almost as a celebration of prosperity,
railroads expanded and so did airlines. The Interstate Highway
System was built, linking a continent that had, just a few years
before, only been connected by rail and the fledgling service of a
few air carriers. Automobile manufacturers stepped up production
--- now there were roads on which to drive --- and because Detroit
was going full force, and because it used to be true that as
Detroit goes so goes the nation, the nation was going full force
too.

The post-war baby boom created massive new
markets that would have to be satisfied for the next 50 years, as
those new roads carried young families in those new cars from the
cities to the suburbs, from east to west, from south to southwest.
In those suburbs they built homes and schools and shopping malls.
At the same time, research and development in electronics led to
the mass production of televisions and radios --- but especially
televisions --- which followed those families across the nation,
propelled by companies like Procter & Gamble and Lever Brothers
with wares to sell. Advertising filled the coffers of the
broadcasters, who sold the product, which replenished the coffers
of manufacturers, who reinvested some of those profits back into
advertising. The feeding frenzy created new products and new
markets and new demand. Mass production created mass markets, which
in turn created the need for young people with fresh ideas to sell
it all.

One answer was called “in-depth research”
and, in the early 1950s, it was all the rage.

The future is now, they told us. Science has
become so sophisticated that we can delve into someone’s
subconscious. Today we can discover more about what someone wants
and more about what someone will buy than that person knows
himself.

The future is now, they promised, we can
finally get inside the consumer’s brain.

It wasn’t as much a bandwagon as it was a
steamroller with music, and among the first people to pull into
town on it were Alfred Politz and Ernest Dichter. There had always
been research --- advertising and marketing men believed there was
truth in numbers --- but there had never been anything quite like
this. Although Politz and Dichter fronted different schools of
thought, both claimed star status, both brought with them the
mystique of a German educated scientist, and both were, arguably,
little more than snake oil salesmen.

Alfred Politz was born in Berlin in 1902 and
trained as a physicist. He escaped from Germany when the Nazis
first came to power, spent several years in Sweden where he sold
aspirin, and moved to the States just before the start of World War
II. For a while, he ran a hardware store in Florida and sold mail
order mouthwash. A small but powerfully built man, by the time he
reached 50, he’d somehow sold himself to the New York advertising
community as America’s leading market research analyst. Claiming to
have perfected a new approach to psychological and statistical
based research, he convinced companies like DuPont and Coca-Cola to
hire him. His fee was a then-staggering $200,000.

Dichter was the pretender to his throne.

Five years Politz’s junior --- a short,
stout man with thinning reddish hair, horned-rimmed glasses and a
pronounced double chin which he customarily attempted to hide
behind a bow-tie --- he arrived in the United States in 1938,
claimed to have a Ph.D. in psychology, sometimes said he was German
and at other times said he was Austrian, and spent several years
bouncing around various marketing firms espousing what many of them
considered to be off-the-wall nonsense.

However, on the chance that he might just be
ahead of his time, the Compton Advertising Agency hired him as a
consultant to work on their Ivory Soap account. Until he happened
along, Ivory’s market research focused on what the public thought
of soap. Dichter instructed Compton to look elsewhere, instead, to
find out what the public thought about taking a bath. It was, in
those days, a radical departure, no doubt given some
gravitas by his thick accent. They followed his advice,
changed their approach and sold more soap.

Self-publicist that he was, he parlayed that
success into work for Chrysler Motors. This time he preached that
sex could sell cars and convinced them to use the slogan, “A sedan
is a wife but a convertible is a mistress.”

By 1953, Dichter was on his way to capturing
Politz’s crown. Now demanding fees from clients of $10,000-$75,000,
he decided to enshrine his self-proclaimed genius by establishing
the Institute for Research in Mass Motivations --- later called the
Institute for Motivational Research --- and moving into a huge
mansion on a hilltop towering over the Hudson River in Westchester
County, just north of New York City. He boasted a full-time staff
of 62, including 45 legitimate psychologists, and 450 part-time
interviewers spread around the country.

Simply put, Dichter’s doctrine was that
manufacturers needed to sell function and emotional security. In
other words, for a product to succeed, two things were necessary:
it had to work properly; and, it had to appeal to feelings deep
inside the psychological recesses of the human mind --- feelings
that only he was capable of unlocking. “Don’t sell shoes,” Dichter
advised a manufacturer of women’s footwear, “sell lovely feet.”

The way he saw it, all consumer decisions
were based on one of four basic motivations --- sustenance,
security, status and sex. “Once a businessman knows where his
product stands in relation to the Four-S’s,” Dichter maintained,
“he can gauge his selling appeals with maximum effectiveness.”

While his pitch was seductive enough to sign
up General Foods, Lever Brothers and American Airlines, the tools
of his “Four-S” trade were little more than purpose-built gimmicks,
such as psycho-drama sessions in his “Motivational Theater” and a
contraption he named, “the shadow box.”

A product to be tested would be put inside
the box, unseen by the person being interviewed. That person would
then be asked to put his hands through the holes on the side of the
box and feel the product. While this was going on, Dichter and his
researchers would be studying every facial expression through
peepholes and two-way mirrors.

Whether the shadow box analyses actually
revealed anything is questionable. Still, when General Foods asked
him to conduct studies for Bisquick, he reported back to them that
his shadow box inquiries had proved, conclusively, cooking was more
than just a chore for most housewives, that it was, more
importantly, a symbol of a woman’s status in the family. General
Foods supposedly followed his advice and instead of telling the
housewife what Bisquick could do for her, they began telling the
housewife what she and Bisquick could do together. Whether sales
increased because Dichter was right, or simply because General
Foods renewed their enthusiasm for the product and pushed it
harder, creating more visibility in the marketplace, no one will
ever know.

Next, he advised the Sanka Coffee people
that their advertising --- then based on how competing
caffeine-laden coffees destroyed sleep --- was alienating the
public. He argued no one wanted to hear that regular coffee was bad
for their health. Purportedly, the caffeine-free Sanka people
believed him and changed their slogan to, “Now you can drink all
the coffee you want.” At least according to Dichter, sales
increased.

However, his finest hour came thanks to
prunes.

Again, pitching the power of his shadow box,
Dichter landed a contract with a consortium of California prune
growers. Several weeks and a lot of their money later, he apprised
them of the news that the general public associated prunes with
ill-health --- specifically, constipation. Claiming that any
advertising which reminded people of that was a turn-off, he sent
them another bill to design an advertising campaign which would get
prunes “rediscovered” --- today the word would be “repositioned”
--- by highlighting their “vigorous and masculine” aspects. He
dubbed prunes, “The California wonder fruit” and linked them with
good health by using pictures in ads of young people at play.

As prune sales invariably rose, Politz
fought back, saying that Dichter’s brand of motivational research
wasn’t really research at all. “It’s pointless to concentrate on
basic motivations in consumers, when the only important task is to
find motives which can be controlled to commercial advantage, basic
or not. If a farmer asks, ‘What makes wheat grow?’ and you tell
him, ‘The carbon cycle of the sun,’ you are giving him the basic
cause and probably impressing him. But you aren’t doing him much
good. A better answer would be, ‘Fertilizer’.”

Unfortunately for Politz, it was too little
too late. Madison Avenue ruled that he was yesterday’s man. And
despite the fact that Dichter attracted clients by bragging that
he’d been the brains behind a famous ad for Plymouth motor cars ---
which no one seemed to have noticed had run six years before
Dichter even arrived in America --- he’d seized moment and simply
installed himself as king. But, unseen pretenders were lining up to
do to Dichter what he’d just done to Politz.

By 1957, in-depth research had become a
whopping $12 million industry. Two-thirds of America’s top-100
companies admitted they were using motivational researchers to help
plan their advertising campaigns. One popular prediction of the day
was that by 1965, no major advertising campaign would be launched
before the product and prospective customers had both been
thoroughly analyzed by motivational psychologists.

Suddenly everybody wanted a piece of the
action.

A firm in Connecticut perfected a system
where answers to their morning surveys were phoned into their
office each afternoon. Over night, questions were narrowed in scope
then sent out again the following morning, until they felt they’d
uncovered what made someone buy, or not buy, their client’s
product.

Another company, this one in Chicago, held
itself up as specialist researchers in beer drinking and cigarette
smoking. The reason people smoke, they decided, “Proof of
daring.”

Seeing its market share slip, the Elmo Roper
Company of New York --- one of the original “nose counting”
researchers who simply went out and took large surveys to determine
market shares --- claimed that its more traditional methods also
took into account consumer’s motives, and warned, no one should
presume that any of these new comers had staked out as their own,
what was in reality, a very broad field.

To flex his own muscles, Dichter subjected
200 advertising executives to motivational research, concluding
that they were more likely to buy media for their clients on the
basis of fear and insecurity, than anything logical. Upon hearing
that, one ad man immediately fired his agency’s staff psychologist
saying, “I may have butterflies in my stomach, but these guys have
butterflies in their heads.”

Now into the fray came a tall, ambitious
young man with deep-set eyes and a square face named James
Vicary.

Born in Michigan, he said that he was a
social psychologist --- a lot of people were doing that in those
days --- and just in case anyone doubted him, he listed memberships
on his CV in the American Psychological Association, the Society
for Applied Anthropology and the American Marketing Association.
But, he never formally trained as a psychologist. Instead, he’d
picked up what he knew working as a research assistant in Detroit
for a subsidiary of the George Gallup Research Company. From there,
he’d moved into the advertising business and was, at one point
employed by the agency Benton and Bowles.

Although this was a crowded market, he
attracted some minor attention in 1950 by publishing an article in
the merchandising trade journal Printer’s Ink, entitled, “How
Psychiatric Methods Can Be Applied to Market Research.” Based
largely on that, he took a gamble and formed the James M. Vicary
Company of New York, naming himself president. For sale, he said,
was his singular ability to discover, through consumer testing,
hidden meanings in words that could be used to sell products
through advertising and packaging.

Taking a page out of Dichter’s book, Vicary
swayed a cake mix manufacturer into believing that baking was,
somewhere deep in a woman’s psyche, symbolic of giving birth. He
advised them to repackage the cake mix so that the housewife needed
to add milk and eggs to it. He said this helped to create in the
woman’s subconscious the feeling of presenting her family with a
special gift. Like Dichter with Bisquick, no one will ever know
whether sales increased because Vicary was onto something important
or because the cake mix manufacturer believed in Vicary’s
ebullience and therefore made a concerted effort to increase
sales.

For a while, he laid claim to having
perfected the science of “Mass Observation.” He put together a
ragtag band of volunteers --- school teachers, shop clerks,
barbers, estate agents, taxi drivers, plumbers, telephone linesmen,
small businessmen and, most notably, children --- and got them to
keep a diary of everyday events. His idea was that the general
public was better qualified to observe the general public than
professional researchers because they came to this field with no
preconceived notions.

His next ploy was to stalk supermarkets.

On assignment for a small chain of
neighborhood groceries, he observed that American women were
changing their shopping habits, abandoning those more traditional,
personalized-service groceries in favor of the anonymous shopping
offered in large supermarkets. In the old corner shop, you told the
clerk what you wanted and he’d fetch the items for you. But that,
Vicary decided, meant the woman had to know what she wanted. If she
didn’t --- for example, at the meat counter where the butcher would
ask what cut she was looking for --- there was an embarrassing
moment of having to confess she didn’t know. However, in
supermarkets where meat was pre-packaged, she could choose a cut
without knowing the name for it. So he went back to his client and
told him to train his butchers to be more sensitive to that moment
of embarrassment.

Sometime in late 1954 or early 1955, when a
woman’s magazine asked him to study consumer behavior, Vicary
returned to supermarkets. Now he noticed that women blinked at
different rates depending where they were in the store. Walking
through aisle after aisle clutching a stopwatch and notebook, he
determined that, when faced with canned goods --- instead of
blinking at a normal rate of 32 per minute --- they blinked 14
times a minute. At the checkout counter, watching the clerk adding
up the bill, blinking increased to 45 per minute. His conclusion
was that most shoppers were walking through the supermarket in a
semi-daze and weren’t coming out of it until they’re ready to leave
the store. He took that to mean that they were somehow vulnerable
and theorized that, due to this vulnerability, shoppers wound up
buying stuff they didn’t actually need.

Today, modern retailers have become expert
at successfully taking advantage of that particular vulnerability.
But in those days, the message was not yet understood. Mainstream
consumer research was still, essentially, a “yes and no” affair. A
manufacturer would ask housewives, “Do you like our package?” Or
he’d test market his product, head to head, against a competitor’s
and then wonder, “Which washes whiter?” The result would be an ad
that boasted, “Three out five mothers who care about their
children’s clothes recommend....”

Thanks largely to the publicity that Politz,
Dichter and a few of their faithful were able to generate,
motivational researchers were beginning to persuade manufacturers
that consumers’ stated opinions about anything and everything, from
Tv dinners to hair spray, could not be trusted; that those opinions
were often so weighed down by emotional associations, consumers
were either not capable or simply unwilling to tell the truth; that
people, all too often, answer questions with what they think the
pollster wants to hear.

The way to get at the truth, in-depth
advocates believed, was to conduct commercial mass-psychoanalysis
which could mysteriously penetrate the subconscious of a selected
group. If the study was set up carefully enough, and if they based
their focus groups on the proper criteria --- age, sex, income,
geography, education, marital status and material possessions ---
and if they could get those people to talk about a myriad of
subjects, then they could unlock the public’s hidden desires. If
they could manage that, advertisers would know what buttons to push
in order to sell a product.

Although occasionally denounced as voodoo,
by 1956, any number of large companies were swearing by the results
that in-depth motivational research was bringing them.

Chrysler Corporation, for example, was said
to have changed the design of their car to satisfy some previously
hidden inner-desires of the potential customers.

It was the same story at Bell and Howell,
the camera company. Researchers there discovered that weekend
photographers were intimidated by cameras with loads of buttons and
dials. They made the camera look too professional and hobbyists
felt excluded. So Bell and Howell produced a simplified model.
Clearly an idea whose time had come and is still with us, cameras
today promise perfect pictures every time and even advertise
themselves as “idiot proof.”

An airline tried in-depth and was advised
--- in the face of the common practice which was then only to hire
young, attractive stewardesses --- to hire middle-aged hostesses
because the more matronly the on-board reception, the less fearful
the customer was of flying.

The oil company Sacony Vacuum delved into
in-depth research and as a result, changed their name to Sacony
Mobil.

The Philip Morris Tobacco Company went that
route and came up with a new brand of cigarette in a newly designed
“flip top” red and white box, called Marlboro.

The Corning Glass Works discovered that one
of the so-called “wonder products” which had come out of World War
II, Pyrex, had run smack into the public’s fear that glass was
fragile and when put on the stove, it would break. So in-depth
experts changed the direction that Corning took in their Pyrex
advertising. Ads now confronted those fears and proved to consumers
that this wasn’t ordinary glass. Here too, sales took off.

A luggage company, using another wonder
product, Fiberglas, advertised their suitcases as unbreakable by
showing them tumbling out of an airplane. But the ads weren’t
selling suitcases and it wasn’t until they hired an in-depth
researcher that they discovered their customers didn’t want to be
reminded of anything as terrifying as falling out of an airplane.
The luggage company changed their ads and sales climbed.

In-depth was the in-thing and even
advertising agencies were boasting of researchers on their payroll.
When McCann Erickson hired five for their newly formed Motivational
Research Department, one of their competitors, Ruthrauff &
Ryan, went one better, stocking their newly formed department with
six psychologists and a hypnotist.

All of this quickly took its toll on James
Vicary.

With a staff of six installed in a townhouse
office on a fashionable block in the East 60s just off Fifth
Avenue, he was a man floundering under the weight of competition.
He needed to do something to stay in business. Increasingly
desperate, he turned back to supermarkets.

His observations there had led him from
blink-times and customer vulnerability to wondering about what the
eye could see. Now he wanted to know what the brain could
consciously register and what messages could sneak past our
conscious defenses to be registered subconsciously. Then he heard
about a projector that could flash messages one by one onto a
screen at up to 1/3000th of a second.

At last, he hoped, salvation.

Tachistoscopes had been around since the
turn the century, but it wasn’t until 1926 that a professor at
Tulane University Medical School in Louisiana had patented one.
He’d been hoping to prove that even though such speed is too fast
for the human eye to consciously recognize, the brain would record
the messages subconsciously and the person would then somehow act
on whatever the message was. For the next 15 years, the professor’s
patent stayed in his lab. It wasn’t until World War II that
tachistoscopes found some practical use. Pilots and gunners in the
US Army Air Corps were too slow to distinguish between friendly and
enemy planes at a distance, and consequently were attacking the
wrong aircraft. So the military developed training courses using
tachistoscopes which flashed airplane silhouettes across a screen.
Beginning with large pictures at slow speeds, then gradually
increasing exposure speeds while decreasing the size of the image,
aircrews learned to correctly recognize up to 2000 different tiny
silhouettes at 1/100th of a second.

After the war, a few college football
coaches used tachistoscopes to train quarterbacks to spot open pass
receivers and driving school instructors intermittently used them
to teach students to spot potential accident situations. Law
enforcement agencies also took to flashing images on screens for
weapons training, to speed up an agent’s ability to distinguish
between threats from bad guys and the sudden appearance of other
good guys. Before long, an especially fast tachistoscope was built
by the Kodak company --- it supposedly flashed at 1/60,000 of a
second --- which they used to take close-up color photos of bullets
smashing through a pane of glass, mosquitoes stopped in mid-air and
that fraction of an instant when a ball-bearing, dropped from
above, breaks the surface of a glass of milk.

Vicary now saw another use.

If the human brain could take in the
information it needs to build a response from an image that was
below the perception threshold --- a message perhaps that directed
someone to buy something --- he might be able to recreate the
shoppers’ vulnerability in a myriad of other places. After giving
it some thought, he decided the ideal place to test this would be a
movie theater. And the words to flash on the screen should be
“Drink Coke” and “Eat Popcorn.”

In the autumn of 1957, he announced that he
had installed a tachistoscope in a Ft. Lee, New Jersey movie house
and over the course of six weeks --- during which, some 45,000
people had been unknowingly subjected to his experiment while
watching the movie Picnic --- he’d flashed
those words on the screen for 1/3000th of a second every five
seconds. He reported that Coke sales had increased by nearly 58%,
and that popcorn sales had increased by almost 18%.

Subliminal perception, Vicary bragged, was
the most powerful marketing tool yet known to man, and he’d
successfully unleashed it.

Madison Avenue was excited. Newsweek
published several features on it. Even the London Sunday Times
reported that American ad agencies were experimenting with
“sub-threshold effects,” which in turn prompted the BBC to do two
programs on it.

But Vicary’s windfall was short lived.
Almost as soon as he put out the word, streams of criticism began
pouring in from every quarter --- government, the church, educators
and the general public --- all of them sharing a common fright and
anger. They found it greatly unsettling that someone could,
somehow, control our actions with an undetectable, outside force.
They worried that, if these invisible messages did indeed cause
behavioral change, we could all be controlled and made to do
anything, by anyone with the force. They remonstrated, this is not
permissible.

It was left to psychologists to say that
subliminal perception was possible, but in a case like this, only
someone who was not otherwise adverse to drinking Coke or to eating
popcorn would have gone to buy some. As far as they believed, no
one could be made to eat or drink something they didn’t like.

Not surprisingly, Vicary’s most vocal critic
was the man with the most to lose, Ernest Dichter. He labeled the
technique a kind of hypnotism and denounced Vicary for turning an
otherwise respectable science --- that is, in-depth research ---
into a parlor game. “The American consumer,” he warned “will resent
and resist any form of subliminal manipulation.”

Vicary struck back, robustly defending his
turf. Subliminal perception, he said, is just an instant commercial
that happens to be very effective. He accused Dichter of
“subliminal sour grapes,” knowing full well that, in weaker
moments, Dichter himself had already admitted subliminal perception
was real and that, “most ads had some subliminal effects along with
their conscious impact.”

He maintained that Dichter’s criticism was,
“Like saying a whiff of a Martini is worse than a swallow,” and
that subliminal perception was, “Simply a new band of human
perception, like FM (radio). It’s an innocent band.”

Although, Vicary said, he understood how
some people might feel uncomfortable with it, he pointed out that
opposition to it was by no means unanimous and that many
businessmen were anxious to try it. One movie-house chain --- which
he did not name --- had already ordered tachistoscopes for their
cinemas. Accordingly, he’d formed a company called Subliminal
Projection to advise advertisers how best to use subliminal
perception and that Subliminal Projection had now licensed the
Precon Process & Equipment company in New Orleans to
commercialize the tachistoscope.

“Subliminal perception,” he bragged, “has to
be unseen to be believed.”

Therein, lay the downfall of Mr. Vicary.

To appease a concerned public, America’s
National Association of Broadcasters and the British Institute of
Practitioners in Advertising outlawed subliminal perception. At the
same time, demands were placed on Vicary to repeat his Ft. Lee
success.

First he wouldn’t. Then he couldn’t. Most of
the time the machine failed, unable to flash the words on the
screen in the suggested time frame. On the few times it did work,
no one responded. And when others tried the same experiment, they
too failed.

Vicary now began backtracking on his
original claims. He contended that only someone who had needs in
relation to the subliminal message would respond to it. Then, he
said that because the message had to be so simple it was really
just “reminder advertising,” a means of keeping people aware of a
product.

In 1959, the Journal of Applied Psychology
reported that a group of qualified scientists had attempted to
recreate Vicary’s results under strictly controlled laboratory
conditions. Subjects were shown the subliminal message “beef,” then
offered a choice of assorted sandwiches. Beef was not chosen to any
greater degree than any other sandwich. That same year,
Radio-Canada slipped a subliminal message into a show. Over the
course of 30 minutes, they broadcast a phone number 352 times,
asking anyone who heard it to ring. No one did. When they later
quizzed the studio audience, wondering if anyone there knew what
the message was, the responses ranged from “Drink Coke,” to “Eat
Popcorn.”

Eventually, someone actually bothered to
trek across the George Washington Bridge to Ft. Lee, to interview
the manager of the movie house, who confessed that he knew nothing
about Vicary or his test and, anyway, his cinema was too small to
have seated the number of people Vicary put there during the six
week test period.

In 1962 Vicary finally admitted the whole
thing had been a hoax, little more than a fabricated attempt to
prop up his failing marketing research business.

Then, he disappeared.

*****

 


The possibility that advertisers could
somehow trick us into buying things we didn’t otherwise want stayed
in the news, along with stories and comments about James Vicary’s
supposed-experiment, not just because this frightened people but
also because a former Associated Press journalist named Vance
Packard was unemployed.

Looking for work, when Packard heard about
Vicary, he contacted several magazines in New York hoping to
freelance an article on the dangers of subliminal perception. None
of them would have it. He concluded that they were refusing to
print anything that criticized the advertising business because ads
were their lifeblood, so he went in search of a book publisher. He
later explained that he only just managed to get his account of
Vicary’s work into the first edition of The Hidden
Persuaders. But it was enough to confirm an image of Madison
Avenue many people wanted to believe --- that advertising was an
evil art. That advertisers could, without our knowledge, inoculate
us with a “buy this” virus which would cause us all, instantly, to
break out into a spending rash.

It was, in its own way, as terrifying as the
“beep-beep-beep” of the just-launched Russian satellite,
Sputnik.

Packard, relishing his newly found guise of
popular alarmist, made speeches around the country in which he
reduced everyone to the common denominator of “consumer,” then
tagged on all of us, as a group, eight needs or emotions that, he
claimed, could be and were being manipulated by the advertising
industry. His list consisted of: emotional security, trust,
creativity, love, ego-gratification, power, family history and
immortality.

Supporting his allegations with the then
startling announcement that two-thirds of America’s largest
advertisers were using in-depth research on which to base their
campaign strategies --- he stressed that Madison Avenue was mass
producing customers for manufacturers the same way manufacturers
were mass producing goods for the market, a claim many people argue
is still valid --- Packard raised legitimate concerns about the
society they were inevitably creating.

Before long, he had a string of garrulous
allies at his side, writers and thinkers who accepted, almost as a
foregone conclusion, advertising’s role in creating and maintaining
a debauchery of consumption.

“History will see advertising as one of the
real evil things of our time,” said Malcolm Muggeridge. “It is
stimulating people constantly to want things, want this, want
that.”

Added journalist and diplomat Clare Boothe
Luce, “Advertising has done more to cause the social unrest of the
20th century than any other single factor.”

Author Marya Mannes took up a similar theme.
“Advertisers in general bear a large part of the responsibility for
the deep feelings of inadequacy that drive women to psychiatrists,
pills, or the bottle.”

While author Ernest Van Den Haag observed,
“It does not matter what people want to buy as long as they want to
buy enough of the same thing to make mass production possible.
Advertising helps to unify taste, to de-individualize it and thus
to make mass production possible.”

Of course, Madison Avenue riposted.

“Anyone who thinks that people can be fooled
or pushed around,” said the famous agency boss Leo Burnett, “has an
inaccurate and pretty low estimate of people.”

Wrote the Journal of Advertising, “To be
successful, advertising must understand or anticipate basic human
needs and wants, and interpret available goods and services in
terms of their want-satisfying abilities. This is the very opposite
of manipulation.”

Bizarrely, even Alfred Politz came down on
advertising’s side when he told a reporter, “The findings of the
motivational researchers are interesting, but they don’t prove
anything.”

The fray was joined, back on Packard’s side,
by media guru Marshall McLuhan. “Ads are carefully designed by the
Madison Avenue frog-men-of-the-mind for semiconscious exposure.” He
claimed that their ultimate aim was programmed harmony --- which,
oddly at the time, didn’t seem quite so obvious as it does now ---
bringing together all human impulses, aspirations and endeavors.
“Using handicraft methods, it stretches out toward the ultimate
electronic goal of a collective consciousness.”

McLuhan then raised the stakes by insisting,
“Ads seem to work on the very advanced principle that a small
pellet or pattern in a noisy, redundant barrage of repetition will
gradually assert itself. Ads push the principle of noise all the
way to the plateau of persuasion. They are quite in accord with the
procedures of brainwashing.”

Advertising as a form of brainwashing now
became a popular motif.

According to the Oxford English Dictionary,
the word “brainwashing” was coined in the United States only in
1950, which suggests that it was in vogue by the time Packard came
along. So fashion may account for some of the frequency in which it
was used in those days. But it does not explain why the association
is still much-bandied about today.

The American Heritage Dictionary defines
brainwashing as an intensive indoctrination to change a person’s
convictions radically. It defines advertising as the business of
calling attention to a product so as to produce sales. Inexorably
linking those definitions today --- and soaking that bond in
credence --- are scores of academics. Writing in scientific and
social journals, they minutely analyze various techniques --- many
of them perfected by the Japanese in World War II, the Chinese
during the Korean War and the Russians during the Cold War --- and
superimpose them on what they are able to observe along Madison
Avenue.

One obvious similarity is repetition.
Running the same ad over and over and over again is the media
equivalent of dropping water on someone’s forehead until we finally
give in. Along the same lines, advertising and brainwashing both
rely heavily on emotional approaches, such as playing off fear,
creating anger, stimulating excitement and inducing tension.

Given that, comes the argument, isn’t the
ceaseless recurrence of the words “Drink Coke” proof positive that
manipulation of one mind by another is both the general definition
of brainwashing and, at the same time, the transparent ambition of
advertisers?

Not at all, comes the answer, I drink Coke
because I like it, not because those two words are everywhere.

Here, the response of the
otherwise-enlightened is that people who have been brainwashed
almost always vigorously deny their own susceptibility to
manipulation. Either they have been shown the light, or they have
arrived at their own state of awareness all by themselves.

As is often so evident today in the
membership of various cults, until they are deprogrammed, most
people who have been brainwashed refuse to believe they have been
brainwashed.

By the same token, until we are convinced
otherwise, most of us refuse to admit that we are choosing Coke
over Pepsi because someone in an ad agency has gotten inside our
head and managed, somehow, to direct that choice.

One popular rebuttal comes back,
brainwashing is evil, and, at least according to David Ogilvy ---
arguably one of the most legendary of all advertising men and, not
by coincidence, also one of Madison Avenue’s most adept
self-publicists --- “Advertising is only evil when it advertises
evil things.”

The counter to that is, does the mouthpiece
relinquish any and all responsibility for the message? The editors
at Newsweek Magazine answered that by pointing out, “In the ad biz,
sincerity is a commodity bought and paid for like everything
else.”

Having thrown open the shutters and allowed
the public to peek inside, Packard earned respect and gratitude,
admittedly, much of it in the form of royalty payments and large
speaking fees. At the same time, he absolutely earned the
industry’s undying wrath. Not because he wasn’t necessarily telling
the truth, but for having the sheer gall to challenge their methods
and their motives. He, more than anyone else, transformed the image
of ad men from suburbanites in gray flannel suits to monsters
intent on capturing the minds of an innocent populace, and from
there, into dangerous fiends creating a society based on
covetousness, consumption and greed.

These days, advertising executives still
reel when they hear his name. “He picked on us because we’ve always
been a soft target,” notes one in New York. “He did more damage to
the profession,” adds another, “than any person in history.”
Comments a British colleague, “Packard is detested for the injuries
he caused.”

Undeniably, Packard stepped on toes and
bruised egos. But, most of all, he touched raw nerves. He saw this
as a moral issue --- logic could never win here --- arguing that
most people don’t know what they want, even if they say they do,
and that advertisers take advantage of this.

It wasn’t any longer about exposing the
likes of Alfred and Ernest and James, it was about lifting up the
rock and suddenly uncovering a world of “them versus us,” with
thousands of thems wriggling all around, frantically, and plainly
winning.

We are alone, he warned, forced to defend
ourselves from throngs of men with ominous sounding job titles ---
psychometric specialists, psycholinguists, hypno-technicians,
message compression technologists, voice pitch analysts,
psychographic segmenters, neurophysiologists, operant
conditioners.

Now, smack dab in the middle of the Cold
War, with visions of Russian tanks crashing through our borders
while we cried, “Better dead than Red”, we also had to worry about
subversion from within, infiltrators who moved amongst us, intent
on driving home one and only one religion --- Buy!

Packard was telling us to open our eyes and
see ourselves as Madison Avenue did --- nothing more than one huge
Pavlov’s dog.

He was saying that Madison Avenue was
channeling our un-thinking habits, directing our subconscious,
manipulating our purchasing decisions.

That they were lying to us when they vowed
this was about nothing more than why women use lipstick, and why
men are drawn to car showrooms by convertibles but wind up buying
sedans, and why kids love cereal that goes snap, crackle and
pop.

That neatly concealed behind dancing
toothbrushes and singing bananas there was something menacing.

That by establishing why we behave the way
we do, these manipulators were changing our habits and redirecting
our choices.

That they could, and would, effectively,
fore-ordain what we buy, how we think, who we vote for, the way we
live.

Before Packard came along, the world was a
simpler place. We accepted as a fact of live certain tenets: that
everyone knew what he or she wanted; that everyone would always
tell the truth about his or her likes and dislikes; that everyone
could be trusted to behave in a rational way.

The Hidden Persuaders challenged
those rudimentary assumptions.

Today’s manipulators have long-since put lie
to all three.

 


*****


CHAPTER TWO

Packard’s Disciples

 


“The Hidden Persuaders”
exposed what he saw as the growing and not entirely benign
influence of the nation’s advertising industry. Alarmed by new
techniques that convinced people to run out and buy things, he
detailed advertising’s fascination with the school of consumer
analysis known as motivational research. “Many of us are being
influenced and manipulated, far more than we realize, in the
patterns of our every day lives,” he wrote. He compared
motivational research to “the chilling world of George Orwell and
big brother.

--- From The New York
Times Obituary of Vance Packard

 


Cognitive scientists now agree that the
brain can indeed accept messages below the threshold of normal
recognition. But it doesn’t mean that any of these messages could,
or would, in anyway influence us.

We process information outside of awareness,
for the most part, to identify information we would otherwise
process consciously. Say you’re at a party, carrying on a
conversation with someone at one end of the room, when someone on
the other side of the room quietly says your name. You become aware
of it, even though you had not, perhaps, previously been aware of
that person. That’s processing of information outside of awareness.
It does not prove the existence of subliminal influence.

Even if the words “Drink Coke” were
imprinted at 1/3000th of a second on the brains of people watching
a movie, or at any other speed for that matter, there’s no reason
whatsoever for anyone to act on the message. You wouldn’t run out
for a Coke, any more than you might be expected to follow the
instructions of the person on the other side of the party who
whispered your name and then added, “Jump out the window.”

However, all too often, when science
declares something has never been proven true, a cottage industry
develops to argue the other side --- nor has it been proven
false.

Out of that gaggle, emerged a Canadian
university professor named Wilson Bryan Key. “Subliminal
perception,” he asserted, “is a subject that virtually no one wants
to believe exists, and if it does exist, they much less believe
that it has any practical application.”

An early practitioner of the “Elvis is Alive
School of Social Science,” Key claimed to be utterly convinced that
such techniques were in widespread use by the media, advertising
agencies, corporations, and governments too.

“Merchandisers,” he said, “by embedding
subliminal trigger devices in media, are able to evoke a strong
emotional relationship between, say, a product perceived in an
advertisement weeks before and the strongest of all emotional
stimuli - love, sex and death.”

The fact that he alone could see them merely
added to his ardor. “Most national advertising includes embedding.
Retail or local ad layouts may not have the facilities, as their
artists and writers either do not know about subliminal techniques
or they lack the skill and craftsmanship required to do the work
well. Every major advertising agency has at least
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