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FREE EDUCATIONAL r4ATERrALS : TOO MUCH TO PAY?

Teachers of all subjeCts at all level are. constantly on
% ,

the lookout for helpful new materials, and Orly corporationSk
it

and special-interest organizations have responded, to-their,

searc.by establishing bureaus which prepare and distribute
J.

.

free and low -cost materials which they ,label "edudational:":,
r .

There are; no dOu.bt, many good materials that come fromOuch.

nurces, but a teacher-Who' is tempted to use materials.
'

bOi:SpeCial7interestgrOup should preview the1410 m carefUlito

see whether they are more than-propaganda for the corporatiOn

- ,

or, organization..

'

As an/example, we might rook at a pamphlet entitled

"Questionel'and Answers About'Advertising published by the.

t.

. .

American'Advertising Federation. The pamphlet. is inter4ed
/

for a general 'audience (since "almost.everybody, at 6one time

r another, hasa,quegtion about some phaSe,of.Eadvertisi)

/. suitable

. .

an /might seem suitabe for English Gla.. Ss'discu8sipns of the

, $ I
language of advertising or for.marketing'class introductions

/(o the' purposes of advertising. The\pamphlet' purports to
.,

/

//answer twenty frequently -asked questions abouft advertising
: .

/ ,
/. in ".plaint.non=techniAl terms.". rt does

:,1, / from technicality, but the "plainness"
A

achieve freedom

is in doubt even in

'4111t
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the'answers to such straightforward questiOns as the first,

"How much-'is spent for advertising in the UnitedStates?"

After citing a ;pecificfigure ($28.6 billion in 1974) and

the perc nt e Of the gross national product it represents (2%)r

the pamOhlet points outs- gratuitously and rather ominously--

that about fifty firms (out of a total of more than 4,000,000),

consistently spend at least $10 million per year on advertising..

These fi.rms are identified as offering "the quality and variety

of goods and services whitch consumers demand and expect."

But unanswered are the 'questions that such, information

,Isn't there a suggestion that wealth and power are so: concentrated

in the hands ofso few that the concept of competition within

the "free enterprise' system is impracticablb? And does AmeriCan

business truly offera4oices to the consumer ?. The matter of

/wealth And competition can 'be exemplified by he cereal,inustrY.

AlthoUgh the AAF pamphlet cites'ionlY a vague top a Cpenditure

on advertising by an individual company of $1.0 million or more,

eaxl.y as 1966 Kellogg spent $$6 million on advertising, with

a net profit of" $38.3 million for its 40% share of the b eakfast

'food market (as cited by Ron Goulart:in The Assault on Childhood,,

z. Sherbourne PresS 1969). If. anyone aisiles that:there'i still,
.t

-room for competition'with,a necessary, product,,like7breakfast.
.

iaik ). ,

.food, he may be'surprised to learn that in the same. year
, . .

14a1110.sco captured only 5 (7.' of the market, Ralston Purina 3%,' and

fifty other companies combined 2% (als(o in Goulart). As for

tW"variety" that the consumer wants, it is not difficult

tia,establith. that AAFeat Aal of advertising money is spent
. ;
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' dh trying to differentiate products so similar that it. is

impossible for ordinary consumers to tellithet apart. Studies

by vario& agencies (e.g., Consumers 'Union aiid the FOAT-ghow

that aspirin is aspirin is aspirin despite wide variation th

price. (I recently noted 100 Rayer selling for $1.09,.100

St. Joseph for 98c, and 100 ovan unadvertised
-

3

and fl 494.)

This, matter of the illusion of choice is the subject of-

recent'book 4y'Jeffrey Schrank, Snap, Crackle, and' Popular.
. . I

Taste (Dell,1977). Schranls Convi cingly aigues'that the built

, of advertising money is spent in tr ng to convince consumer1-

that one prod4t is better than another whipi is basically

the sate, and hp, cites the widespread pracftice of creating

competition between prodUcts that are npt just .similar but

identical--e.g., bananas froM the same. plantation and 6soline

_ifrom the same refinery. He also points out (as do .other writers,

like Carl:JP. Wri hter in I .Carl) Sell You AmPtliing) fhat the

term "best" is

word which can
s

' comiNtition."

legall nterpreted, in adveftising, as a parity

be trap fated as "no. ettnr or worse than'the -

k

The second question' /IAA the AAF, pamphlet. P-ses is

"Why do we need t spend, t1 is amount?". The answer first ,

focuses on the

4or continuing
0 't

a
necessity of continuing production and consumption.

economic growth.. If the answer' "fere to go' no

'further, it might be dif ult to refyte. But the AAF-spokee-

men are not content to stop there and contend that large adver-

tisingoexpenditures are tified by the "fact" that they inforim

. the,public about new products, that advertising is the ast N,oe
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expensive way of getting such information to the ,consumer, and

that. the- consumer can buy more efficiently'whem\he.compares -

advefirgementp.f6r compettngproducts: Thefallacious nature

of the claims about informing consumers can be shown in the

utter lack ofdefinitive information about.such products as,

over-the-counter pain killers that advertigng provides.

If the consumer.pay close attention to ads for Bayer and

Tylenol, rot example, he will Idarn" only that the,two manu-
.

.

fApturers make :conflicting claims ghatthat cannot, if interpreted',

lit eral]y,
..

be, simultaneously true. *As for advertisings being
t

thejeast 'expensive means of informing consumers about, new

products, this caaim might be .aft .example of beggirig thequestion

if. we -concentrate on the 'concept bf."4.nforming.". But admitting

that a niQufaCturer is entitled tp'inform cons'O'ders abut
the existence of new products, we may Wronderwhy there is not

information_ about the rdlatZVe costs of alternate means of
.

informing consumers.

Question number three.asks, Doesn't advertising add to

the cost'of goods advertised?" ,The AAF-admits that "marketing'
/'

expense-. . must- be include&sin the sales price$" But there m.

follows explanation thattadyertiping increases %sales and..
f. ,

\o ,

.that increased sales enable the manufacturer to lower unit

costs and to lower prices/. Itis undeniable th.at mass. production

has seemed to 'lower the prices of such tangs as television

sets, transistor-radios, and c tpulators, but we may wonder`

whether -competition fromforeign manufacturpliE hasn't been
.. . 'N4

amore siinificant facrof. It rio*doubt be,a4ficult./

.a r
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J
for a'gOnsumer to cite lowered prices on Widely-adVertised .

goods 1 Ice cigarettes, breakfast foodls, and, Liquor, nor can

inflation be the sole causedfuhreducedprtcesunsuch good69

In fact, the brand-name mania of advertisers,appears to have
- .. 0, ..

the opposite effect. We need only remember; the comparison of

pric4 for aspirin. And Jeffrey Schrank claims that heavily-

advertised brand-name products can sell for 50 to 200 perceqt

More than identical products that are .11gt acvertised.

Another question concerns advertising cdsts per unit

of sale, and the answer cites less .than ha/f a cent on a,pack

of cigarettes and one-ifth of d cent per bottle of soft drink:

'Againhowever, the AAF is not bonten to setle for an

e answer that-might be unquestioningly accepted_by ogpsumers 4

and continues by comparing such small advertising costs to

retail selling costs df 15% to 18%. The failure to specify

the exact nature of selling costs (do they include-packaging?

'shipping? retail mark-up?) suggests that an itemized list of

pereej25age of costs of each part of the.parketing process

VP

tc
..-'

...

.

might prove that advertising costs are not so small as they. ) ',7,-

e

.

.

light.appear.
We hav'e already seen Schrank's estimate of

.. .

increased 4st for brand names,. and Sidney Margolius,.in
?

The Innocent Congler Vg. the Exploiters, (Pocket Books, 1968
,.

cites figures that cast further doubt 9 the AAF's claims:

4.
, _

he notes advertising and promotion costs ofscereal
._

a 20Q ,

per $1 as compared to a cost of only 21Q per ..$1 for ingredients.
r

' The pamphlet continues with further questions about and

justification's of ex nditures for advertising that promulgate
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the myth that advertising ultiMately cuts' costs through,

increased produCtiton and whine of, pales. There is alsd, the

hint that unadvertised products,have something to hider "Usually,

the claim Eto pass advertising savings on to the consumer covers.'
. .

up an, attempt to sell lower quality goods at a higher pr:ofit. . a
/1

But counter-ariuments are as numerous as the AAF variations'on .i

.the question. One ne very visible bit of evidence is store
..

brands of groceries. these brandsarp often identical tt
. . .,

. L

nationalTy-advertised brands Ccbming from the same processing

plants and ' are invariably less eXpensihte Recently some

grocer stores' have been -selling generic. label staples such

as,canned vegeeablesrcatsup,' flour, arid-aluAffijim foil with

some success. A check of prices at dne such store revealed

that a 161/2-oz.-can of cream -style 'corn 'as 37c for a national

brand, 31c for a local. 'brand, and 25c for
/

a. "no- name" brand.

It is true that generic food products usuall3) carry a lower'

Depirtment of Agriculture grade'designatism, but grades are

based on color, taste, and'uniformity and have little, or no.

bearing on nutritional value. Store brands of other items'

besides grOceries eAhibit similar savings. Although such_:
.

chains as Sears and 'Montgomery Ward-are oonstaineld from

revealing the manufacturers of their house-name pr ucts,

a consumer can sometimes'spot names on packaging, recognize.
.

design similaritieor find a salesman willing to reveal

the secret. We musy'kpep)in mind that- volume,Orchasing

contributes to corisuMer.savingre, but th61ETiecan wonder

why hugeconglomerates that have reach- ed maximum effiCiency

f. 7 'svg.t

0.

, A
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:.-
,

in mass pkoduction do.nat lower prides. Is itibecuase hey- are

. , %
still passing along advertising costs at ''allowed" the to

reef t .hthaL effiCtenc3q

The pamphlet's.answrs to questions about.trUth and taste
. .

in advertising are no more .satisf,ing than its answers about

the economics.of advertising. The .AAF would bave'the con umev

believp.that, in spite of occasional lap'ses, admerti.sers re

interested in an inpreagingly high-standard'of a dvertising and
/

that they achieve those standards by'self-regulation.thro gh

industry codes. But no mention is made, as it was ift an

,

earlier edition of the'pamphlet, of federal regUlation andl

judgment, which-have, in recent years, required corrective

advertising for. -such products as STP andifsterihe. And tie
, .

codes that the pamphlet mentions.as.eifidence of advertiser

eagerness to regulate themselves are certainly at least pa 'tialiY

indpired by a Aesire.to avoid. unfavorable action by government
6

agencies. Examples of changes ta.satis y demands abound.in

t he National Associatibn of Broadca'sterscode. After hearings

before the FTC concerning advertisingdirected toward children,

the 1 AB code was changed to include disclaimers about .the

4 416.

' .nutritional value of cereals and to cut cpmmercial time in )

,, 41('

children's programming. 'But in practice littre.chAnged: (real
,. . .

-.

,

disclaimers_ ts'appear as par of lyrics set ta catchy .tunes -or
, . ,..

1 .

are deemPhmisized by blatant adjectives like "deficious" dud
'..1.

"sweet,'" and'through shorter ads the (number of commercials
d
has

.

decreased only slightly. It is, in part; 4uch halfway measures
A

that have paused the, FTC to be considering. regulations, that
4o

-1 .7
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WOuld bin all advertising ,directed to children under eight and

.
severelS, limit advertising to older Children.

or

If I have implied, thus, tar, that Ovalua-tIng speciai=tnterest

materials requires in -depth knowledge of the subject or a great
. .

deal of.research to refute'debatable issues, I have been

misleading. It is pdssible, case of the AAF pamp4let;

to' rely entirely upon, basic principles oflogAc and argument
,)

to identify,failacious reasoning. And this possibility suggests

'that it May not be necessary or'even desirable to reject
% specil-

interest*materials'as unsUitable'for the classroom. It may be,

.in faCt,'that-there is no bettpr sourCe'of.examples of logical_

fallacies. Further analysis of the AAF pamphlet reveals it

to bea casebook of such faLlacies.

A'clear example of a post hoc argument comes inithe answer.
4

to' the question qf.wheth r. advertising has anything. to do with
. .

the standard of liang' in ,th United States. The answer pegins,

"Nowhere else in the world is advertising used so effectively

and so extensively as in thp United States. Nowhere else is

there so-high standard 'of living." And the further- commentary

does nothing to:mitigate this first fallacfous relationship df

ideas when it suggests th# advertising creates a demand for

prodUcts which make "an enriched', rewarding, and more confortable

life for us all." Ttie-term "standard of living".is,subverted

to the advertisers' purposes without a single bow ,to greater

vanes or to current concern about vanishing resources .or.
4

.

exivironmental issues.

,
An ad hominem argument is ieVealed,lz the answer to the,-,
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questi.on of why tiomp critics attack advertising. 'One.reason

suggested is ignorance! "some -. 1 . do not understand the

economic Service that adyerttilIng performs in promoting

th4 . . goods and serViaes.that providehe life blood of

Our pigh standard of riving. ", The only other reason, allowed

19 subversion: . . . by attacking:advertising they Are,

. knowingly and purposely, attempting to discredit .our 'entire

American business:system," Interestingenough, the AAF

has deleted, in the current edition of the pamphlet, a more

blatant condemnation of these "discreditors" which appeared

in an earlier edition. Perhaps they realized that it was te,o'

hasty a generalization tosuggest that 'any such critic "wants

some other form of government in our country."

Similar refusal to allow more than' twopossible alternatives

is revealed in the AAF's answer, in the earlier edition, to

f the question of what would happen if.all advertising were

discontinued'. The quite
(
expeeted .answer is that the media

would grind toa halt or be prohibitively expensive and that

people would lose jobs as sales decreased. In summary, the

,pamphlet points out, "Our econom )is built around aggressive

selling and advertising and would go to pieces without them."

The possibility of other alternatives 'is at last admitted,

if not explored, in the more recent edttion,-which predicts

only radical.alteration aAd not complete collapse of our

economic system; But the implied false assumption is, of

coUrsei that any change could not be for the-better.

An inconsistent a 're 'ore illogibal system of.'
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classification is employed in tho answer to the question of

Who benefits from advertiSing. The three groups cited are

the consumer the bualnessman-fand'Lallof uswho work for

a living," the logical implication tang, of. course, that

consumers and bustnessmen don't work for a living. And the

full commentary on how workers .arc. benefited makes use of

a fallacious scare tactics if there is advertising, there

Is mass prodUctiOn, and if there is mass production, there is

employment. If 'there were no advertising, one is expected do

conclude, many of us would lose our jobs.

I have by'no means exhausted what can be said about the
. .

deceptive language oftHis,small five-phge pamphlet, nbr do

I claim that-I have chosen a typical example'of special- interest

educattonal materials. And I do not iriend to suggest that.',*_.

on1S16pecial7interest materials should be examined for deceptive

language or fallacious reasoning. But I hope that I have
, .

albrted teachers-to the problems of using !reit materials and

suggested'an answer, to my title question about the cost of

such materials. If they are used advisedly; they can be a

real bargain. If they are accepted as truth, they can be
.

far too expenslve.


