Persuasion Theory and Online Advertising

It could be argued that persuasion is a meta-category like entertaining.  For example, isn’t a teaching program trying to persuade you to learn the information a certain way and isn’t an entertainment program trying to convince you to like one character and hate another?  This book and CD, however, takes a much narrower definition: persuasion manipulates and presents the information to convince the viewer to have a particular attitude or take a particular action about an idea, product, or service.

The most common form of persuasive communication in linear media is advertising, which is just beginning to emerge as a force in interactive media.  It primarily exists on the World Wide Web in the shape of commercial Home Pages and in advertisements in on-line magazines.  This is a field that will continue to grow as Web technology gets more sophisticated.  Interactive television will be another growth area for interactive advertising.  Point of sale kiosks and direct mail discs for a particular product, or a general catalogue of products, are also in this category.

Persuasion is a subject that has been much studied by communication researchers since the days of Aristotle. Modern persuasion research was given a big boost during WWI and WWII by the government gold thrown at the propaganda agencies and in more recent years by major corporation trying to discover how to best sell their products. Some of the basic principles of persuasion hold true for both linear and interactive media. 

Linear Commercial Structure 
Most linear radio and TV commercials are fairly formulaic.  The vast majority of them follow this basic structure.  If you don’t believe it try applying it to ten commercials.

1) Get the Attention of the Audience: Some studies have shown that viewers don’t really see the majority of commercials that flash on the screen.  If they don’t actually leave the room, they are distracted by conversation, a magazine, or the dog chewing up the evening paper.  The writer must find a way to grab the viewer’s attention with catchy graphics, music, a startling question, etc. 

2) Suggest a Problem: Commercials sell things that fulfill a need.  Before people will buy something to fulfill a need, they have to be convinced that the need exists.  This problem can be set up in an overt way (dirty floors to be cleaned) or an implicit way (every day life can be boring).


3) Your Product or Service Can Solve the Problem: Your detergent can clean the floor.  A hot sports car can free you from every day commitments and make life exciting again.

4) Motivate the Audience to Act: The usual goal is to buy the product.




Factors Affecting Effectiveness of Persuasion -- Know Your Audience 
Listed in order of least to most difficult to achieve, the three types of effects persuasive media can have on a viewer are: 

· Emotional effects -- Make people laugh or cry 

· Cognitive effects -- Make people think differently 

· Behavioral effects -- Make people do things 

Studies have shown that emotional effects are the easiest, followed by cognitive effects, with behavioral effects being by far the most difficult to bring about. Even if persuaded, most people do not take direct action. We all know carpooling is a good idea, but how many of us give up the privacy of our own automobile?

The effect of media is limited to a great degree by the background of each viewer and the actual viewing situation.  Unique individuals often react to the same program differently.  Some of the elements that affect persuasion are:

· Personality and personal background: Intelligence, temperament, experiences 

· Social network: What your friends and family believe frequently has more impact than the media 

· Social categories (demographics): Race, education, religion, sex, income 

· Amount of attention paid to the media: A customer watching a sales presentation in his office will be paying more attention than the same person drowsing with a beer in front of the TV at home. 

What this all means is that effective persuasion requires precise knowledge of your audience.
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