INDUSTRY FIGHTS BACK

The Debate over

Advocacy Advertising

Should corporations run paid ads that take sides on impor-
tant public issues? Such ‘‘advocacy advertising’’ has lately
stirred up a hot controversy: Its critics call for strong regula-
tion to keep such ads from veering over into deceptive corpo-
rate propaganda; its proponents counter by saying that
advocacy advertising is an indispensable means of com-
municating industry’s view to the public and that free speech

The past decade has seen a marked increase in corporate use
of advocacy advertising. Why the sudden shift from the more
traditional methods of product promotion?

Sethi: The sociopolitical environment of business in the
United States has deteriorated significantly in the past two
decades, with business institutions suffering a marked decline
in credibility and in public trust. There is a widely held con-
viction among business people that business as a whole has
been maligned and that skepticism and distrust can be at-
tributed to the public’s ignorance of business’s contributions
to society, to inadequate coverage by and antibusiness bias
among segments of the news media, and to the inflammatory
rhetoric of certain ‘‘public interest’’ groups that are ideolog-
ically opposed to the free enterprise system.

One of the ways in which business institutions, especially
large corporations, have been attempting to counteract this
negative situation is through publicity campaigns called *‘ad-
vocacy advertising.”” These campaigns support the position
and interests of the sponsors while expressly downgrading the
sponsors’ opponents by denying the accuracy of their facts.

This aggressive business posture reflects the feeling that
traditional responses to criticism—either ignoring unwar-
ranted or uninformed attacks or defensively explaining one’s
position each time an attack comes—have been failures. The
feeling is, therefore, that business must resort to other mea-
sures to narrow the legitimacy gap in order to claim its share
of society’s material and human resources.

Schmertz: For a free society to survive, the public must have
access to the widest spectrum of news, facts, and opinions. In
1970 it was our view that business in general, and the oil
companies in particular, was failing in its obligation to inform
the public. This was especially true in three areas.

First, we recognized that the United States, the world’s
largest energy user, was heading toward a shortage of deliv-
erable energy. (Our first message, for example, promoted
mass transit as an energy saver.)

Second, we felt that litigation, legislation, and regulation
were creating problems for our nation by impeding energy
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of this kind should not be subject to restraints. To argue th
merits of this tricky public issue, SR has called on two au
thorities: S. Prakash Sethi, professor of international busi
ness at the University of Texas at Dallas and author o
Advocacy Advertising and Large Corporations, and Herber
Schmertz, director and vice-president of the Mobil Oil Cor
poration, in charge of public affairs.

production and by raising energy costs.

Third, there seemed to be little understanding of the impenc
ing energy deliverability crisis, of business economics, an
of the contributions made by private enterprise among th
press, the Congress, and the public. A growing number ¢
polls indicated that the oil industry and big business wer
losing public esteem and understanding. The size and con
plexity of the oil companies made it difficult for people t
understand them and also made our industry an outstandin
target for demagoguery.

This failure to inform the public was not entirely the fault ¢
industry. Most members of the communications media wi
readily admit their lack of interest in and understanding ¢
business and economic news; they do not cover these issue
properly. And on one medium-—television—the network
won't even allow industry to express its views on anythin
they consider controversial unless they can tightly contrc
the format.

So, Mobil sought to foster a dialogue by expanding th
spectrum of views, opinions, and facts and by alerting peopl!
to the dangers that threatened the economic health of th
nation.

By what means can one measure the effectiveness of ac
vocacy advertising? '

Sethi: Precise measurements of effectiveness are not possibl
because advocacy advertising does not operate in a vacuun
Its contributions can be measured only as part of an overz
business plan to change the public’s perception of and att
tudes toward business’s performance. There is, however, hi:
torical evidence that shows that an earlier, billion-dollar effo!
by industry, during and after the Second World War, to se
business to America was an utter failure.

Opinion polls do not show any perceptible change in th
public’s trust in business resulting from industry’s intensiy
advocacy campaigns during the past five years. Nor do we se
a more hospitable legislative or regulatory environment fi
business positions. The most aggressive and in many way
vitriolic advocacy campaign of the current genre was that ¢
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he American Electric Power Company against the installa-
:ion of scrubbers in the smokestacks of electric power plants.
That campaign also did not succeed in changing either the law
or the Environmental Protection Agency regulations.

Incredible as it may seem, none of the major companies
nterviewed by this writer admitted to conducting any track-
ng studies of their advocacy campaigns. Their response was
hat public education is a long-term proposition and that they
wre therefore not interested in short-term measurements of
‘eadership, message recall, or believability. There may be two
sther reasons why the companies did not admit to conducting
racking studies: If advocacy campaigns had been proved
ffective, this might have bolstered corporations’ critics into
aking more active positions. And those critics might have
orced companies to undertake more substantive measures to
:hange corporate behavior, which current managements were
ither unwilling or unable to pursue.
schmertz: To measure effectiveness, you first have to define
he target audience. Irving Kristol has said of Mobil’s ads that
‘they are written for those who write the newspapers, not for
hose who read them.”’ In part, this is true. By and large, our
nessage is for opinion leaders and intellectuals. Changes in
yublic attitudes generally reflect changes in this group.

At Mobil, we have seen evidence of a significant improve-
nent in the attitudes of opinion leaders on issues we have
ieen discussing in our messages. For example, a poll of opin-
on leaders in Washington, D.C., demonstrated a marked
:hange in their attitudes toward the oil industry between 1973
ind 1977. They now agree with most industry views on energy
natters. One reason for the improved attitudes, says the poll-
ng organization, is ‘‘major public affairs communications
fforts by oil companies,”” and Mobil is cited as the leader of
his effort.

A Harris poll conducted in April 1976 showed that Mobil,
imong the seven oil companies included in the survey, ranked

Some people we
must rea “zesl:gpolluﬁon.

At Bethlehern Steel, we work
‘hard —every day—to control
pollution. But the cost is high.
We've already spent approxi-
mately $400 million to clean up
amajor portion of the pollutants
from the air and water we use. We
consider this money well spent.
$600 miltion more

In an effort to meet existing
poliution control laws and regu-
lations, we have many more
projects under way of anticipated
in the neat future. These projects
are expected to cost us some.
$600 million over the next

five years.

Where does that leave us?
Depending upon how far requ-
Latory agencies go in stringent
interpretation of the present laws
and regulations, we may be
faced with spending hundreds
of millions more to try to

But at what cost? And
how

fast?

remove the last traces of pollu
tion. We do not think that this
would be money well spent.

i the last

continue our headlong rush to
implement some of the air and
water clean-up standards that
have yet to be proved necessary —
or even sound — or shall we give
equal consideration to jobs, our

increment of pollution involves
fiew and uncertain technology:
The attempt wil consume a con
siderable amount of scarce
energy and natural resources.
And, in many cases. it will
merely transfer pollution prob-
lems to the power companies
or chemical manufacturers.

1s it time fora.

'y capital
needs, and other demands for
social priorities?

We believe the national interest
now requires that we face up to
the dual necessity of preserving
our environment while at the
same time assuring our economic
progress.

Our booklet, “Steelmaking and
the E: ! tells more

We are faced as a nation with
troublesome altematives. Do we

about the problems of pollution
and what we're doing o help
solve them. For a free copy,
write: Public Affairs Dept., Room

476-WSJ, Bethlehem Steel Corp..
Bethlehem, PA 18016
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highest in public perception as a company that has consumer
interests in mind; is helping to improve the quality of life; is
seriously concerned about the energy problem; is committed
to free enterprise; is working for good government; and is
honest and direct in talking to consumers.

This was a broad survey, involving a national cross section
of the American public, rather than a limited group of opinion
leaders. From our point of view, it reflects a real change in
public attitudes.

But polls are only one measure. We have also gotten our
messages before the legislators, and apparently they are hear-
ing what we say. In this area, we have seen the rejection of oil
divestiture legislation, the tabling of an ill-conceived offshore
drilling bill, substantial changes in the President’s energy plan,
and a realistic auto emissions bill. We have also finally laid to
rest the myth of ‘“‘obscene’ oil industry profits. Of equal
importance is the success we have had in making the press
more responsive and responsible. We constantly see our ideas
incorporated in editorials, and we know the press will be more
careful before it attacks us because we will answer back.

Perhaps the best sign of our effectiveness has been the
thinly veiled attempts by some legislators to stifle us and
thereby deny us our rights under the First Amendment.

What does advocacy advertising tell us about how corpora-
tions perceive their public? Conversely, how does this type of
advertising affect the public’s perception of business and its
role in society?

Sethi: Business argues that advocacy advertising is needed to
foster free enterprise values that have been eroded by the
welfare state and by the sapping of the individual's initiative
and freedom and work ethic. There is also the conviction
that public attitudes will change once people have been in-
formed of and educated about the virtues of the American
business system. Continued
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However, both these arguments are highly flawed and coun-
terproductive. The modern large corporation bears no re-
semblance to the classical models of competitive marketing,
private enterprise, and individualism. Thus, to seek legitimacy
through traditional ideological values would be to make cor-
porations vulnerable to attack on their own ground. Corporate
behavior abounds with internal inconsistencies. The same cor-
porations that decry the decline of the American capitalistic
system are quick to ask for government regulation to preserve
their own positions and to restrain competition.

The argument of economic illiteracy is not sustainable ei-
ther. In a survey conducted in 1976 by Compton Advertising,
a large majority of respondents correctly answered a series
of seven factual questions dealing with their understanding of
economic issues. And there is no evidence that people with
greater education in and knowledge of economics have a
more favorable attitude toward business.

The public’s view of advocacy advertising has to be some-
what jaundiced. Advocacy advertising is aimed at opinion
makers who are well informed and well educated. Simplistic,
self-congratulatory, or one-sided messages are not likely to
be very credible. The image that business and business in-
stitutions would like to project is not exactly congruent with
reality as business knows it and as the public experiences it.
Thus, business behavior must bear some positive relation to
business rhetoric before it can have any influence on public
attitudes.

Schmertz: Style, tone, content, and intellectual quality of ad-
vertising tell us a great deal about corporate perception of
the public: If you see advocacy advertising that consists of
simpleminded platitudes and truisms, you can probably infer
a corporate perception of a public with a low level of eco-
nomic and political literacy. If you see clear, candid, issue-
oriented advertising, written for a literate, logical, and well-
informed public, you can infer a high respect for the interest
and intelligence of the public.

As to the second question, we believe the public has al-
ways been puzzled by the traditional business practice of ig-
noring criticism and attack. ‘‘Maintaining a low profile”
while under attack—especially an unfair attack—is not
really the American style; it implies there is something to
hide. Advocacy advertising thus restores a balance. The
public is by now fairly comfortable with the practices of plu-
ralism: the idea that in our society all segments must speak
out for their interests, so that the democratic process will
operate to select the best course of action. What would sur-
prise the public, we believe, would be the failure of business
to speak out on issues that greatly affect its ability to
thrive.

QOught the corporations’ objective be to present balanced
" and objective presentations of complex issues or to present
Just the corporate side as a means of combating adverse
criticism from the government and the press?

Sethi: Most corporations defend one-sided presentations on
the grounds that the news media provide ample coverage to
corporations’ critics; that it is not feasible or desirable to ex-
pect corporations to present their opponents’ viewpoints;
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and that the information balance is effected in the mar-
ketplace of ideas, where different groups present their cases.
These arguments are only partially true. News media can
never cover a story to the satisfaction of every group that
might be the subject of public criticism. The corporations’
charge of inadequate coverage by the media is generally con-
fined to some liberal newspapers, for example, The New York
Times, and to the broadcast media. However, a similar argu-
ment can be leveled by corporations’ critics against such busi-
ness-oriented news media as The Wall Street Journal,
Barron’s, and Business Week.

Nor do the corporations do a satisfactory job of explaining
even the general business viewpoint in a manner that is infor-
mative. With few exceptions, issues are presented with
catchy headlines and simple messages. The primary empha-
sis is on reinforcing the sponsors’ positions and on seeking
support for the established business interests, which may
not necessarily be good, either for the economy or for
society.

Schmertz: One of the major reasons for the growth of ad-
vocacy advertising has been the failure of the media to cover
complex issues fully and accurately. Most journalists dont
have the time, the ability, or the resources to do so. It is that
lack—not a liberal or conservative bias, but a bias toward
simplification and distortion—that cries out to be corrected
by advertising programs.

Companies knowledgeable about current issues can lead in
the attempt to explain them and thereby stimulate debate
about them. They should not go on to conduct the debate by
arguing both sides.

Is it possible that the corporation’s right to speak freely will be
abused because of paid access to the media? Are any safe-
guards necessary to ensure objective and balanced presenta-
tions? Is there a need to promote the opposing viewpoint? If
s0, how might it be done?

Sethi: No system based on free expression can be totally
protected from abuses and excesses except by total prohibi-
tion, which is self-defeating. It is a democratic imperative
that we foster the widest possible exchange of ideas and ex-
pression of viewpoints. The diversity of the news media en-
sures that a rough equity exists in the public communications
space.

Corporations argue that paid advocacy advertising would
not change this balance but would instead restore it. This
argument doesn’t stand up. Journalists and reporters cannot
be expected to counteract each and every point made by the
corporations in advocacy ads. To do so would be tantamount
to allowing the advertisers to determine the agenda for what
will be reported in the media. Thus, a significant increase in
the use of advocacy advertising could likely have the
cumulative effect of denying other viewpoints adequate ac-
cess to the media.

Critics have argued that this type of advertising should be
subject to government regulation and that corporations
should be required to substantiate their claims or provide
proof of the accuracy of statements made in their advertise-
ments. 1 believe this is highly undesirable and should be
strongly resisted. Since advocacy advertising deals with
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You deserve to be heard.
Don’t deny yourself that right.

Find out all you can about each
problem. Each issue.

Read. Ask questions. Probe.

When you’re satisfied you know all
the facts—or as many as you can
find —think. What'’s best for you.
For your town or city.

For the country.

Then take a stand.

Make your position known.

Vote. Write letters. Talk it up.

Join a committee. Or start your own.
Fight for what you believe in—
against what you think is wrong.

Make sure you’re a part of what gets
done. People will respect you for it.
You'll like yourself a lot better too.

Be an involved American.
Consider the facts. Take a stand.
Get involved.
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ideas and viewpoints whose validity can be proved only in
the future, no scientific proofs can be designed to verify their
accuracy. The record of regulatory agencies such as the
Federal Trade Commission has been less than satisfactory in
certifying the content even of product advertising. It is highly
doubtful that a regulatory mechanism can be devised to
check into the soundness and accuracy of idea-oriented com-
munications without seriously transgressing the constitu-
tionally guaranteed freedom of speech.

The best alternative is to provide a mechanism of pro-
cedures and rules that would ensure adequate media access
for different groups, without regard to their financial re-
sources. The corporations’ contention that their opponents
already receive greater media attention is quite irrelevant for
this purpose. The most vocal corporate opponents neither
may be representative of bodies politic nor may they have
economically and politically feasible alternatives to offer.
The emphasis should be on providing access to groups and
viewpoints that offer alternatives to those advocated by the
current business establishment. These alternatives are not
necessarily antibusiness but might advocate a different way
of doing business.

To accomplish this, I propose the establishment of a Na-
tional Council for Public Information (NCPI). Major cor-
porations and business groups could support NCPI by al-
locating funds equal to, say, between 25 and 50 percent of
the amount spent by them on advocacy advertising. The
news media could provide a proportion of the space they
would ordinarily allocate to public service advertising. The
NCPI would be governed by a board of directors composed
of eminent persons, including corporate executives with a
national record of public service; it would entertain pro-
posals from different groups for launching media campaigns
and would fund these proposals according to some predeter-
mined criteria.

A policy of supporting public expression of alternative
viewpoints is not contrary to the corporation’s self-interest.
Instead, it should help in the development of a company’s
policy-planning process and also should contribute to its pub-
lic credibility. Such an approach would also broaden the
scope of viewpoints represented in public service advertis-
ing. It would also indicate a willingness on the part of the
news media, especially the electronic media, to experiment
with new formats.

Schmertz: Thomas Jefferson said, ‘‘For God’s sake, let us
freely hear both sides!”’ We would amend that to, *‘Let us
freely hear all sides.”” We believe that other than libel and
slander laws, it would be disastrous to apply any thought
control constraints to the presentation of views and opinions.
If we are wrong, the press can—and will—quickly inform
the public.

In our opinion, it is the media’s job to be sure the public
hears all sides. Unfortunately, the media deny access to
many sides—sometimes to us. In order to redress this im-
balance, we have resorted where we can to paid advertising.
But the ability to pay doesn’t provide access to the media.
Television, for example, is the medium through which most
Americans get a great deal of their news, but networks will
not sell time for the discussion of controversial issues of pub-
lic importance.

The idea of *‘protecting the public> by limiting the right to
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speak on important issues is really a thinly disguised attempt
at thought control.

What are the long-term implications of large-scale advo-
cacy advertising backed by the multimillion-dollar budgets
of large corporations and powerful industry groups?

Sethi: Advocacy advertising can become a cutting edge in
further opening the process of public information. It can con-
tribute to improved understanding on the part of the public
of what can be reasonably expected of business in fulfilling ¢
society’s expectations. My analysis of most current and re-
cent advocacy campaigns, however, leads me to conclude
that advocacy advertising, as it is being currently practicec
by major corporations and industry groups, with some nota
ble exceptions, is of largely questionable value and of doubt
Jul effectiveness on economic, sociopolitical, and ideological
grounds. Also, its prolonged and expanded use poses serious
problems of media access for alternative viewpoints, of fur
ther escalation of the war of words among various groups.
and of hostility toward business. Nevertheless, advocacy ad-
vertising can serve a vital function in broadening the area ot
public debate on issues that are socially important but that
have been hitherto confined to academic journals, legislative
corridors, and committee rooms.

Even if one were to concede that much advocacy advertis.
ing is one-sided, it is nonetheless true that such advertising
may elevate the level of open discussion by stimulating crit-
ics to respond in a manner that is less rhetorical and more
factual. Similarly, it may also help business by making sure
that its views are given a fair hearing and by enabling it tc
adapt in a rational manner to the changing sociocultura
environment.

None of this, however, will come to pass if considerable
restraint is not exercised by business in the use of advocacy
advertising. In the event that large corporations do not em
brace change and are content to favor partisan propaganda ir
their public communications, the consequences could affec
every aspect of our society. It will not reduce the scope o
conflict between business and its critics, but enlarge it; and i
will not contribute to the quality and diversity of public infor
mation, but worsen it. The resulting public antagonism majy
express itself through greater government restrictions on the
conduct of business than are necessary or desirable. Busines:
will then have no one to blame but itself and will, predictably.
buy more ad space to bemoan public ignorance, media hos
tility, and political opportunism!

As for the critics, they will be doing society a disservice i
they label all advocacy advertising undesirable and against the
public interest. In a climate of mutual distrust and name
calling, the critics cannot claim to represent any larger public
interest than their own or to be interested in hearing view
points that are not variations of their own.

Schmertz: First let me point out that this question is loadec
with prejudicial buzz-words, so let’s change the question to.
What are the long-term social and political implications o
widespread educational programs that discuss vital nationa
issues, as presented by large consumer-oriented corporation:
and industry groups whose views the press largely either ig
nores or distorts? The answer is, a more informed public tha
is better able to make rational judgments. @
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Too many ads like this
start out pointing

with pride, but wind up
pointing the finger.

Being in business, we naturally
believe in competitive enter-
prise.

Just as naturally, we
think everybody should. So
each year, the business community invests
more money in ads that point with pride to the
accomplishments of business and the competi-
tive enterprise system within which it operates.

When we find that our story isn’t getting
across, we tend to blame the other guy. We
point the finger at government. At the media.
At educators. At young people.

At everyone, in fact, except ourselves.

Yet business is as much to blame as
anyone else for the anti-business mood of the
public.

When were not busy talking to our-
selves, we're trying to arm-twist people into
accepting the one-sided proposition that
there’'s nothing at all wrong with the way

our system works.
We're also inconsistent.

We rail against govern-
ment regulations, for example.
Except regulations to protect us
from foreign competition.

We oppose government handouts.

Except handouts to rescue a company (or
even an industry) from its own mistakes.

Unfortunately, people see these incon-
sistencies. They no longer accept on faith the
traditional business defense of business. They
don’t really believe us any more.

Since survival of our system depends on
the credibility of business, we think it’s time
to stop pointing the finger.

And time to try a totally new approach:
Candor.

We hope it catches on.

Pennwalt Corporation, Three Parkway,
Philadelphia, Pa. 19102.

For 126 years we've been making things people need—including profits.
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TRUTH OR

CONSEQUENCES

by David Finn

O BUSINESSMEN tell the public the

D truth? Like most people, they do most

of the time; but sometimes they don't.

And since one falsehood can poison a dozen straightforward

truths, there is a widespread impression that deception is the

rule rather than the exception in the world of business. The

comparatively low esteem in which businessmen are held

makes it clear that their honesty is generally in doubt. And

those who think businessmen do not tell the truth are proba-

bly convinced that public relations advisers are the specialists

in dissimulation who help businessmen fool the public. ‘‘Pub-
lic relations’” and “‘truth’’ are considered antonyms.

Paradoxically, public relations people believe that their job
is to help management tell the truth as straightforwardly as
possible. Their reputation suffers, however, when they exag-
gerate their clients’ virtues and minimize their faults. For the
most part, both businessmen and their public relations ad-
visers know that truth is easier to communicate (and is cer-
tainly more credible) than falsehood. But there are times
when, despite the most rigorous and self-critical public rela-
tions thinking, telling the truth is not so easy. The pressures to
do otherwise can be considerable.

A common trap for the businessman trying to be honest is
the selling process. Indeed, the most blatant untruth I’ve seen
in business was invented by a public company as a means of
beating out a competitor. Fortunately, the plan was stopped at
the eleventh hour. There is no record of it today except in the
memory of the people involved.

What happened was this: A major company in the con-
sumer goods field decided to stage a dramatic unveiling of **a
revolutionary new product’” being introduced to regain for the
company the position it had lost to a competitor. On a
Wednesday night, top management decided to introduce this
“‘new’’ product through a massive advertising and public rela-
tions campaign to be launched in approximately 50 markets
within five days.

But the data were very thin. There was no information on
how the product had been developed, how long the research
on it had taken, or what test results were available to back up
the performance claims. The project was described so guard-
edly and with such an air of mystery that the writers began to
doubt whether there was any truth at all to the claims made
about the supposedly new product. The suspicion grew that
the campaign was entirely fictitious, just a marketing strategy
to dress up the old product in new claims as a means of
regaining its competitive position.
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On Saturday afternoon, the project was abruptly aborted.
All copies of press releases and all proofs and plates of ads
were meticulously collected and destroyed. The newspaper
space was canceled. The product was abandoned; and a few
days later the chief executive officer resigned. Clearly, the
whole plan —which, fortunately, he (or somebody) decided
to abandon— had been a last-ditch effort to save himself.

The history of business is, of course, filled with false prod-
uct claims. These have diminished in recent years with in-
creased regulation of truth in advertising, but there continue
to be many instances in which producers of competitive prod-
ucts that are in fact identical spend great amounts of money to
persuade the public they are different. It seems likely that the.
selling mentality that dominates business life still carries busi-
nessmen to the limits of truthfulness, if not a shade beyond.

Another serious problem crops up when a product is under
attack by a consumerist or an environmentalist and the man-
ufacturer is determined to prove the criticism wrong. The
problem can become incredibly complicated, involving the
conflicting opinions of scientists, the threat of lawsuits, the
prospect of heavy capital investment to change manufacturing
processes, the danger of job losses, a negative impact on the
financial community and the market price of the company
shares—even the possibility of a takeover of management .

In one case I knew at first hand, a company’s executives
were upset by a “‘crackpot’ article in an obscure journal that
condemned one of its major products as harmful to health.
The company’s management recognized that if the story
spread, it could affect the economics of the entire industry.
Major executives of the key companies concerned agreed to
form a special committee. Hundreds of thousands of dollars
in executive time and counseling fees were spent over a period
of weeks to determine the industry’s response.

The lawyers wanted the industry to say as little as possible
lest it jeopardize future legal action. The public relations
people wanted the industry to be outspoken and forthright, to
make it clear that the public interest and health were being
given the highest priority. The company executives thought a
strong statement about the *‘scientific proof’’ of the healthful-
ness of the product would be a g cod compromise.

The public relations people believed the “‘scientific proof”
to be unconvincing; they suggested that the objective opinion
of highly regarded and independent authorities be sought and
that further research be conducted. This idea was tabled for
the moment as ‘‘long-range’” while the *‘immediate’ problem
of developing the strongest possible statement about the prod-
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