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ADS
FOR
PEOPLE

“As online communities show, our desires focus 
less on things than on engaging with each other, 
online and in real life, to improve our world.” 

— LISA DEANNE SMITH, MFA, AOCA, CURATOR, ADS FOR PEOPLE
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Unrealistic desires, we all have them. To some degree, we always have 
and always will, even if — in these media-savvy times — most of us 
know that advertisements try to sell us things by shaping our desires. 
 But it wasn’t always that way. 120 years ago, ads mainly de-
scribed products with factual texts and truthful illustrations, giving 
consumers a choice about what to buy. That situation changed for-
ever, though, when Pears soap, against the wishes of artist John 
Millais (who had sold the painting’s copyright), added a bar of soap 
to the foreground of Bubbles, an idyllic painting of a boy blow-
ing bubbles.1 This ad was the fi rst to appeal to us emotionally, and 
marked the start of branding. 
 Since the 1980s ads have been widely analyzed. We know they 
create wants, which they turn into needs. Knowing this about ads 
apparently gives us a choice — the choice to ignore them if we like. 
But that really isn’t the case. Neurologists study how to trigger 
positive purchasing responses, advising advertisers how to aff ect 
the areas in our brains that respond to rewards, decision-making, 
motivation, emotion and our sense of self. In “The Hidden Power 
of Advertising,” Robert Heath shows that most advertising works 
emotionally, not rationally, a phenomenon he calls “The Low Atten-
tion Processing Model.”2 Low attention processing is learning that 
happens without you realizing it. Information enters your brain and 

sticks in your long term-memory, infl uencing associations with brands 
emotionally. Ads work on us whether we pay attention to them or not.
 However, ads aren’t just more cunning than they used to be. 
They’re also more numerous. Analyzing this proliferation, Louise Sto-
ry says, “Yankelovich, a market research fi rm, estimates that a person 
living in a city 30 years ago saw up to 2,000 ad messages a day, 
compared with up to 5,000 today.”3 Ads fi rst entered our homes via 
newspapers, magazines, radio and television. But the rise of home 
computers and the Internet changed communications dramatically, 
allowing many more people to produce content (texts, videos, peti-
tions, songs) and share it with people online, bypassing distributors. 
Through such social media as Facebook, YouTube, Reddit and blogs, 
like-minded individuals are forming internationally infl uential com-
munities. 
 Nor has this shift gone unnoticed by advertisers, who have easier 
access to large numbers of people for less money. These lower bar-
riers to entry have changed who uses advertising, and for what. 
Consequently, the sheer number of voices and ads coming into our 
homes has grown dramatically. 
 So, now is a good time for us to scrutinize advertising. In line 
with the emerging fi eld of Advertising Studies, Ads for People: Sell-
ing Ethics in the Digital Age asks if, with our increased voice, we can 
change the advertising industry by encouraging it to work with our 
desires rather than try to form them for us. As online communities 
show, our desires focus less on things than on engaging with each 
other, online and in real life, to improve our world. We all know there 
are many opinions on what will make the world a better place, but 
we want to have the discussion. We want to try.
 Ken Surritte from WATERisLIFE, a not-for-profi t that helps pro-
vide clean drinking water to those in need, relates this anecdote:

While helping the clean-up of Hurricane Katrina, I was reminded 
of the story of the little boy that was on the beach after a storm. 
There were thousands of starfi sh washed up on the beach. The 
little boy started picking starfi sh up one by one and throwing 
them back into the water. An old man watching this just shook 
his head thinking, “One little boy and so many starfi sh, he could 
never help them all.” So the old man went down to the boy and 
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“A brand can identify, crystallize, curate, 
spark and sponsor a mass movement. 
Once you have a cultural movement you 
can do anything in a fragmenting media 
environment.”  

  — SCOTT GOODSON, CEO OF STRAWBERRYFROG 

told him, “Don’t you know you will never make a diff erence? 
There are too many starfi sh washed up on the beach.” The little 
boy looked at the old man and then reached down, picked up 
another starfi sh and threw it into the water and said, “It made a 
diff erence to that one.”4 

Surritte’s point, of course, is that a small change is still a change. 
Moreover, to link this idea directly to the role of digital technology, 
a lot of little changes can add up to something big — as the case of 
Asmaa Mahfouz shows. 
 Mahfouz is the Egyptian credited with sparking the mass upris-
ing in Tahrir Square on January 25, 2011 though a video blog she 
posted online. In it she urges Egyptians to “Go down to the street, 
send SMS’s, post it on the ’net, make people aware… Your presence 
with us will make a diff erence.”5

 In one way, Mahfouz’s idea that broadcasting a message could 
aff ect positive social change goes back to the First and Second 
World Wars, both of which saw upturns in the number of public 
service announcements and propaganda campaigns that appealed 
to us politically. The Internet’s cost-eff ectiveness has led many 
more international not-for-profi t organizations to produce advertis-
ing campaigns online, adding new voices to discussions of ethics, 
safety, the environment, poverty and health. Moreover, individuals 
and groups not affi  liated with not-for-profi t or political organiza-
tions create content on YouTube and blogs to voice opinions on a 
diverse range of issues. One example in this exhibition, Gay Men Will 
Marry Your Girlfriends (a pro-marriage equality video from College 
Humour) has received over 3,428,000 views on YouTube since being 
posted on November 20, 2012.6
  The rise of such advocacy makes it exciting to think about 
advertisements that do more than sell products. Recently, some 
commercial companies have gotten in on the act. For instance, 
TOMS shoes created the One for One Movement through which, in 
over forty countries, a pair of shoes is given to a child in need for 
every pair purchased. Of course, this initiative makes TOMS look 
good. But when a company fi nds a cause that fi ts and puts that 
cause fi rst, it fi nds that everyone wins. Beyond being good in itself, 
this engagement creates fulfi lment in the company’s employees and 

Above: The Girl Store by StrawberryFrog for Nanhi Kali, 2011
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respect in their customers. As Scott Goodson, 
CEO of StrawberryF rog and author of Uprising: 
How to Build a Brand — and Change the World, 
states, “A brand can identify, crystallize, curate, 
spark and sponsor a mass movement. Once you 
have a cultural movement you can do anything 
in a fragmenting media environment.”7 But the 
movement has to come fi rst, not the company. 
As when a company makes a token gift to char-
ity, as is often the case, the media-savvy public 
sees through it.
 In 2007 São Paolo, the world’s fourth larg-
est city, enacted the Clean City Law, banning 
almost all advertising in public spaces. Fifteen 
thousand billboards were taken down, as were 
all ads on buses, taxis and trains. Only small, 
less conspicuous signs are allowed in store win-
dows, and even pamphleteering is illegal. More 
than 70 percent of the city’s residents support-
ed the bill.8 Once a city with advertising gone 
wild, São Paolo has been cleaned up. Whether 
or not we think this solution suits our public 
spaces — and it is an important question to ask 
— ads continue to fl ood our homes.
 Still, the São Paolo example encourages us 
to imagine a city, a country, a world with fewer 
ads — far fewer ads. Now, imagine that the 
remaining ads are less about promoting com-
mercial interests than they are about driving 
conversation and debate about ways to improve 
our world — ads that infl uence our ethics and 
respond to our desires. The ads in this show 
belong to a movement to make that imagined 
world our next reality.

— Lisa Deanne Smith
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