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Abstract  

 

 

This study aims at describing controversial messages in advertising, and analysing the 

consumers‟ attitudes towards it. For this research, both primary and secondary sources 

were used, as we collected data from three focus groups, as well as information from 

the media concerning the advertising campaigns used. Said campaigns are: United 

Colors of Benetton “UNHATE”, Sisley “Fashion Junkies”, and a sample of some 

American Apparel advertisements. Through this research, we elaborated the 

relationship between the messages carried by controversial advertisements and the 

decisions taken by consumers. Our findings show that the outcomes and impact of 

controversial advertisements are hardly predictable, but they are influenced by the 

content of the message and the way it is presented. We also present a link between the 

consumers‟ decision-making process and their attitudes, together with how 

controversial advertisements impact those attitudes and reactions towards a brand or 

its products. 

 

 

Keywords: *controversial advertisement, *attitudes, *subliminal messages, 

*provocative, *perception, *consciousness, *motivations, *decision-making process 
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1. Introduction 

 

 

The general topic of our thesis is consumers‟ attitudes towards controversial 

advertising. Advertisements are omnipresent and create a lot of different reactions 

from the way one thinks to how one acts. Also, they represent a link between 

companies and customers that people cannot avoid today, as advertising uses different 

types of communication channels aiming to reach a large public. 

 

 

1.1.Background  

 

 

Advertising represents the main communication mean between companies and 

consumers, as it allows to “communicate ideas and informations to the public for a 

variety of purposes and objectives” (Wedding, 1975, p.6). The reason why 

controversial advertising is a subject of interest can also be explained by the amount 

of reactions it creates among consumers. It can call into question habits, customs, and 

beliefs, leading to debates and disagreements, a consequence of the “need to push 

boundaries in creating the kind of attention – grabbing and innovative advertising 

required to get noticed in a marketplace characterised by clutter (Rumbo, 2002; cited 

by Patterson et al., 2009, p.10). Also, advertising is omnipresent, something that 

everyone has to deal with in everyday life, especially considering the growing amount 

of possibilities for social interactions (Frazer, 1979, p.44). 
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1.2.Problem Discussion 

 

 

As noted by Puccinelli et al., 2015, the “advertising landscape is more challenging 

than ever”; advertising takes the shape of television or radio spots, or advertising 

hoardings bordering the streets. The competition to gain the consumers‟ attention is 

fierce, and the brands have to deploy new strategies to conquer their customers. 

However, sometimes this will of outstanding can be too much, and the promotion 

campaign appears shocking or provocative (Patterson et al., 2009, p.10). 

 

Controversial advertisement aims at drawing people‟s attention; the messages carried 

are purposely supposed to bring the audience to react to it, to debate, show agreement 

or disagreement. It should leave a strong impression on people‟s minds, and allow 

them to remember the brand or the product in an easier way than the rival companies 

(Patterson et al., 2009, p.10). 

 

However, one point about that kind of advertising is that, if the advertisement is 

perceived as controversial, people might not trust the product promoted or the brand 

behind the operation. If people do not trust the product, the relationship between the 

brand and the consumers is shattered. According to Koschate-Fischer & Gärtner 

(2015, p.1), “trust is at the heart of the brand-consumer relationship”. Also, trust is an 

element that “shows the relationship between a consumer and a brand could go 

beyond satisfaction” (Belaid & Behi, 2011; cited by Koschate-Fischer & Gärtner, 

2015, p.1), suggesting that “this relationship is worth more than just a transaction” 

(Hess & Story, 2005; cited by Koschate-Fischer & Gärtner, 2015, p.5). 
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The second point about controversial advertising is that it appears as a gamble from 

the company promoting such type of message. Not all consumers stand that type of 

promotion and people can be very critical about it. Depending on the subject or the 

pictures used, the reactions will be different. One can assume that there will always be 

some people supporting one campaign, while others will be against the message 

carried, and the third category of people will feel neutral about it. However, if the 

promotion and the debates caused are not controlled, the company's image and 

reputation can be damaged to the worst. There are a lot of associations and legal 

organs paying attention and supervising the different advertisements released 

(Patterson et al., 2009, p.9). 

 

One should also be aware of the aspect “food for thought” of advertising. This 

particularly applies to controversial advertisements, as it aims to bring the audience to 

react to it. However, not everyone is able to understand the core message of the 

advertisement every time. Sometimes, we can detect hidden messages in advertising, 

but people may not be able to figure it out or understand the real purpose of the 

advertisement. Also, it should be noted that people “are naturally inclined to avoid 

tasks that they find cognitively demanding” (Puccinelli et al., 2015, p.4). It can be 

assumed that people usually will not do much research to understand what can be 

hidden behind an advertisement. This can lead to a misunderstanding of the core 

message, for example. As seen, “when consumers watch a commercial that is 

cognitively demanding, they should be less likely to engage in extensive message 

elaboration, which will impair brand recall” (Puccinelli et al., 2015, p.4). This shows 

the possibility that if an advertisement asks for too much reflection, then it can lead to 

a failure: lack of impact of the campaign, lack of interest in the product or the brand 

from the consumer. 

 

In order to avoid this kind of situation, some rules have to be respected, taking care of 

both consumers and industry standards. 
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1.3.Research Questions 

 

 

 How advertisement containing controversial messages impact consumers‟ 

attitudes? 

 

 

 How does the consumers‟ purchasing decision process work and how does it 

interact with the subliminal messages received through advertisement? 

 

 

1.4.Purpose 

 

 

This study aims at providing a new enlightenment concerning the relationship 

between the messages carried through advertisement, and the decisions made by 

consumers. By conducting a qualitative study and gathering empirical data, the 

authors would like to bring additional information to the marketing field, especially to 

further understand how advertising can influence the consumers‟ motivation when 

considering the purchasing decision. For this research, the authors decided to choose 

controversial advertisements, as they are meant to have a stronger impact on 

consumers‟ minds. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

 

 

An important element of the brand planning is the strategy that the company will 

choose and understand that advertising is an important element of the promotion mix 

(Khan, 2007). The promotion of the product is one-quarter of the marketing mix 

(C.Hackley & R.Hackley, 2015). The marketing mix is carefully decided in order to 

grant the best chances for the product to be successful on the market. Advertising is 

the process which let the consumers know about the products and services existing in 

the market. From its nature, according to Khan, advertising is a process which 

"controls and influences the target audience" (2007, p. 248).  

 

The success of a product is based on the marketing mix and on its 4Ps which are the 

following: Price, Product, Promotion, and Physical distribution (Khan, 2007). In some 

cases, this mix makes the success by letting the product to be competitive (C.Hackley 

& R.Hackley, 2015). So, every company has as the goal to make profits from its sales 

through the demand for these goods, the design, the utility and the consumers‟ loyalty. 

Each company uses advertising for promoting itself, its image, and its products or 

services. Consequently, the success of a company is not only based on its 

advertisements, but it depends also on their consumers‟ perceptions, attitudes and on 

their behaviour broadly (Solomon et al., 2006).       
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2.1.Advertisement and Controversial Advertisement 

 

 

2.1.1. Advertisement 

 

 

The first definitions of advertisement can be found back in the early 1900‟s and the 

term has been discussed up until now. Many different definitions have been 

introduced by researchers all these years and Richards and Curran (2002) present in 

their work the most notable ones throughout the years. “Advertising is a paid non-

personal communication from an identified sponsor, using mass media to persuade or 

influence an audience” is the definition that the authors consider as the most relevant 

and comprehensive one, in comparison to the recent theories on the subject (Richards 

& Curran, 2002). In order to address more aspects of it, the researchers conducted a 

research in which the opinions of several experts are used. Finally, the definition 

proposed by the researchers and the experts is the following: “Advertising is a paid, 

mediated form of communication from an identifiable source, designed to persuade 

the receiver to take some action, now or in the future” (Richards & Curran, 2002). 

 

Advertising is a field that includes elements from communication science and 

marketing and its definition throughout the years is formed mainly from the 

perspective of the advertiser rather than the recipient of the message. Many years ago, 

simple definitions of what is an advertisement were made and they were relevant to 

the resources that were at disposal; thus, one of the first definitions was Starch's one 

(1923) and as it is mentioned in Nan‟s and Faber‟s article (2004) advertising was 

considered as the action of "selling in print". Since these years a lot of factors have 

been added such as medias, paying transactions and ways of transmitting the message. 

Moreover, an increasing number of people have talked about the goals and intentions 

of advertising to influence peoples' attitudes and opinions (Nan & Faber 2004). 
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Recently, a more comprehensive definition was formed by Richards and Curran 

(2002), cited again in Nan‟s and Faber‟s article (2004), which describes advertising as 

"a paid, mediated form of communication from an identifiable source, designed to 

persuade the receiver to take some action now or in the future". Even though, there 

are different opinions about the basic elements a definition should contain (Nan & 

Faber, 2004).  

 

Questioning himself about Advertising Theory, Russell Laczniak (2015) made some 

important conclusions that can help in understanding its basic elements. Firstly, as 

stated by Faber, Duff, and Nan (2012) and mentioned in Laczniak‟s work (2015), 

advertising theory makes clear how advertising and its components can influence 

people. Based on this, Laczniak notices that the above-mentioned theory should not 

only clarify the way that these components influence the receivers of the message, but 

it should also pay attention to their different characteristics, that will lead to a 

different reaction. Furthermore, what is underlined is that the elements which 

contribute to an advertisement are evolving as the world and the society do as well. 

As a result, the advertising theory is evolving and uses theories from the field of 

economics, psychology, and sociology in order to create a more complete aspect of 

advertising and its function (Laczniak, 2015). 

 

Managers tend to spend a large amount of money on advertisements as they need to 

know if and at which scale their investments pay off. As McAlister et al. state in their 

article (2016), the business strategy of a company is determined by its advertising and 

how much effective it is. What is more, even though advertising affects the sales of an 

organization, it also influences the value of the company as well (McAlister et al., 

2016). In their research, Grullon, Kanatas and Weston (2004) show another aspect 

that makes advertisement crucial for the prosperity of an enterprise. Through various 

analyses, they make some important conclusions that show the importance of laying 

out in the advertisement and how they can attract investors and increase liquidity in 

the company. This happens because businessmen tend to invest their money in 
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projects that are more familiar to them. Therefore, the advertisement can transmit this 

feature to a product/service or the company as a whole and make it more attractive. 

Furthermore, it is demonstrated that by increasing the advertisement of a product in 

the market, there is also the effect of increasing the number of shareholders and 

achieving an improvement in the company‟s stock‟s liquidity (Grullon, Kanatas & 

Weston 2004). 

 

Instead of considering advertising solely as explaining the way that advertisements 

work, there are theories that examine it as a “human enterprise centered on a 

particular field of work” (Rodgers & Thorson, 2012). This way, it is easier to have a 

sociological view of advertising. To do so, advertising is viewed as a profession and 

the dimensions of knowledge, organizations, and individuals are being used as well. 

Every single profession possesses, but also needs, a specific amount of knowledge; 

organizations and their individuals use this mass of information, while some others 

can generate new ones. Therefore, the profession can address all the important issues 

of a society and in the example of advertising, we can think of it as a “societal 

institution” which let the researchers know the limits of their knowledge, the main 

issues of their research and which knowledge needs to be applied in practice (Wright, 

2012).  

 

Nowadays, it is very common and sometimes vital for their success that companies 

use advertisements for promoting their products, or services or the brand itself on a 

worldwide scale. To do so, marketers have to pay attention to multiple factors that 

differentiate each market section; social, cultural, political, economical and legal 

aspects are some of these factors mentioned by Taylor, Okazaki, and Mueller 

(Rodgers & Thorson, 2012). The marketers usually categorize the groups of 

consumers that tend to have similar needs and behaviors, in order to apply a 

standardized strategy that has been successful. Off course, some adaptation is always 

needed as each group will differ in the above-mentioned aspects (Taylor, Okazaki & 

Mueller, 2012; In Rodgers & Thorson, 2012). 
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2.1.2. Controversial Advertisement 

 

 

Nowadays, the advertisement environment is characterized by the fact that it has been 

drifting into an increased advertising clutter, and by the overall consumers‟ low 

motivation to process messages (Kadić-Maglajlić et al., 2015). According to Nan and 

Faber (2004), “a high level of advertising clutter decreases viewer attention, memory, 

and recognition, and cognitive responses” (Webb, 1979; Webb & Ray, 1979; Zhao, 

1997; cited by Nan & Faber, 2004). Thus, it has been established that “when 

consumers watch a commercial that is cognitively demanding, they should be less 

likely to engage in extensive message elaboration, which will impair brand recall” 

(Puccinelli et al., 2015, p.4). In order to gain the consumers‟ attention, the 

advertisement has to be appealing or has to leave a strong impression on the recipient. 

 

For this matter, advertisers tend to use controversial advertisements: “Controversial 

advertisement executions (also known as shock appeals, provocative appeals or 

offensive advertisement executions) are being more frequently used as advertisers 

attempt to find ways to attract attention in an increasingly competitive advertisement 

environment” (Pope, Voges & Brown 2004; Prendergast, Ho & Phau 2002; Vezina & 

Paul 1997; Waller 2005; cited by Huhmann et al., 2008, p.1). 

 

Can be defined as controversial the advertisements that “aims to shock or offend 

audiences through the violation of norms. Such ads are perceived by audiences to be 

provocative or obscene” (Dahl et al. 2003; cited by Moraes & Michaelidou, 2015). In 

their research, Huhmann et al. (2008) give examples of topics covered by 

controversial advertisements: “provocative images, words or situations that utilize or 

refer to taboo subjects (e.g. violence, sex/erotica, death, indecent/vulgar body parts or 

functions and political/ racial issues) or that violate societal norms or values” 

(Huhmann et al., 2008, p.2). It has to be noted that the purpose of such advertisement 

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-015-2755-5#author-details-1
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is to draw a maximum of attention from the recipients. Thus, they are deliberately 

designed to shock or surprise the audience, in order to increase the audience‟s 

awareness concerning the process of brand information. However, Erdogan brings out 

the consequences of such strategies: “such advertising might cause problems such as 

banning, wastage of advertising spend, interventions by regulatory bodies such as the 

Independent Television Commission (ITC) and/or customer boycotts affecting the 

value of brand equity as was the case with Benetton” (Erdogan, 2008). 

 

In 1990, James Barnes and Michael Dotson identified two different dimensions of 

“offensive” or controversial advertising. According to Erdogan (2008) they were 

labelled as: “„offensive‟ products concerning products related to consumer problems 

that social norms dictate should not be discussed in public (e.g. guns and armaments, 

alcohol, contraceptives); and „offensive‟ executions consisting of those 

advertisements that are perceived to be offensive by the nature of the execution or 

themes and/or topics of the advertising and not the product itself (e.g. anti-social 

behaviour, sexist images)” (Erdogan, 2008).  

 

Also, one has to keep in mind that controversial advertising “may involve the 

advertising of products perceived as controversial in their own right” (Moraes & 

Michaelidou, 2015). A controversial message can include a controversial product (this 

notably depends on the targeted region of the advertisement), but that is not always 

the case. It has to be noted that controversy does not only exist in advertisements. 

Actually, a large number of goods or services can also be called controversial, such as 

cigarettes, alcohol, clothes and underwear and political advertising (Waller, Fam & 

Erdogan, 2005). Waller, Fam and Erdogan (2005) mention that according to Wilson 

and West these products and services due to their huge variety can be categorized and 

presented in the following categories: 

 Products, which are related to personal hygiene, birth control, warfare and drugs 

for terminal illness. 
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 Services, which are related to abortion, sterilization, venereal disease, funeral 

directors, artificial insemination, etc. 

 Concepts, which are related to political ideas, palliative care, unconventional 

sexual practices, and racial and religious bias and prejudice. 

(Waller, Fam & Erdogan, 2005) 

 

This paper focuses on fashion products, such as clothes, because this industry is 

facing important and fierce competition within. Fashion products are used and bought 

every day, and the promotion of such products can easily drift into a variety of 

concepts. As stated before, marketers tend to use stronger messages to get the 

consumers‟ attention in an increasingly competitive environment; controversial 

advertisements then can commonly be found in the fashion industry. 

 

 

2.1.3. Social Communication through Advertising 

 

 

On the twentieth century, the role of advertisement has become primary and it was 

connected with social communication between the marketers and the consumers. 

Advertising is a particular institutional bond between economy and culture, but 

sometimes instead of unique it is also doubtful. As Leiss et al. mention in their book 

“advertising became a key site of negotiation between the economic and cultural 

spheres” (Leiss et al., 2005, p.15). Communication, as a general term, means the 

process of exchanging information, ideas or feelings. Things that people write or say 

are considered as communication, but part of this are also the gestures and the body 

language which transfer messages (Comstock, 2015). The communication has 

transformed into mass communication due to the great use of media and all this has as 

a result to confuse the public. The audience and especially the consumers are 
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“bombarded” with a huge variety of words, pictures, colours, and sounds, as 

Comstock reports in his article (2015, p.3).  

 

Through this kind of mass media communication, all the different kinds of marketers 

are trying to sell their products, services, ideas, etc. and some people are able to 

understand what is behind of all these messages and some other cannot resist to the 

persuasion or cannot think critically (Comstock, 2015). The consumers can be 

protected and well informed when some of the basic communication skills are 

developed and then the results into their lives can be more effective (Comstock, 

2015).  

 

In the case of an advertisement, there is no speaker and no listener. So, no one is 

playing the natural message sender nor the message receiver, as there are no questions 

and interest in what the message sender says. There is no two-way communication 

(Comstock, 2015). In this case, consumers have to look beyond the pictures and 

comprehend the hidden or metaphorical messages and the symbolism with the aim of 

their improved critical and thinking skills (Comstock, 2015).   

 

Comstock, in his journal, mentions that according to Frank Dance the three levels of 

communication are the following: a) observation, b) intentionality, and c) judgment 

(2015). These levels of communication are not independent, but they are related to 

many fields of science as those of psychology, business, political, biology, and 

literature (Comstock, 2015). A big variety of theories related to communication has 

come up through the centuries and a crucial factor is how the different stimuli work in 

order to control the masses. The main result that came out of these theories and 

stimuli is that through the communication people gather information, social 

interaction, and personal identity (Comstock, 2015). 
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The link between the goods (products and services) and social communication is the 

fact that they attract the attention of the consumers‟ world. This link was really 

invigorated through advertisements and the models of the good life they preserve 

(Leiss et al., 2005). The messages which have resulted from advertising are unique 

and they are shaped according to whom they are referred to. There are messages 

which refer only to the elite of people and some other only to the people on the street, 

but as the years go by those kind of messages changed in order to approach larger 

crowds. Marketers also created messages which refer to ordinary people and 

“advertising became the crucial bridge between the activities of selling products and 

communication as both spheres expanded rapidly” (Leiss et al., 2005, p.21).  

 

 

2.2.Procedure Steps for causing Attitudes 

 

 

2.2.1. Consumers’ Perception 

 

 

The perceptual process depends on what messages a consumer receives from the 

factors with which he or she comes in contact with (Solomon et al., 2006). These 

factors can be sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and textures and they stimulate 

consumers‟ consciousness. “The meaning of a stimulus is interpreted by the 

individual, who is influenced by his or her unique biases, needs, and experiences” 

(Solomon et al., 2006, p.36). The perceptual process, or, in other words, the process of 

perception, is separated into three stages which are the following:  

1. Exposure or Sensation 

2. Attention 

3. Interpretation  
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The kinds of stimuli mentioned above are related physically to the body sensory 

receptors which are the eyes, the nose, the ears, the mouth and the hands and so on 

they create sensations. The process from sensation to perception is really tough 

considering the aspect that all the data and the stimuli have to come through a long 

way, the way of selection, organization and finally interpretation (Solomon et al., 

2006). The selection of the stimuli is based on the consumers‟ beliefs and feelings and 

the organization is based on categorizing the selected data into groups of similar 

characteristics. By this, the goal which must be achieved is the best evaluation of the 

objects later (Solomon et al., 2006).   

  

Well, as it is mentioned by Solomon et al. (2006, p.40), “marketers rely heavily on 

visual elements in advertising, store designing and packaging. Meanings are 

communicated on the visual channel through a product‟s size, styling, brightness, and 

distinctiveness compared with competitors”. One of the most important symbols 

concerning the value and the influence of the culture is the use of colours which have 

the power to become the cause of the existence of good or bad feelings about a 

product and its kind of design and promotion. The use of colours can also influence 

the perception of consumers from different parts of the world with different cultures. 

Especially in the case of the fashion industry, the colours play a crucial role as there 

are different standards and preferences. Women from Europe have different tastes in 

the colours of their clothes, or makeup than the women from Asia or America 

(Solomon et al., 2006). But colour is not something permanent as the trends go by 

through the years and everything changes.  
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Perceptual Selection 

 

 

The human brain can only gather a limited amount of information and data. The 

ability to pay attention only to some stimuli and not to everything a consumer can be 

exposed to is called perceptual selectivity, because they can pick what they are 

interested in and not getting confused with less useful stimuli (Solomon et al., 2006).  

 

 

 Exposure  

 

 

Exposure is the first stage of the perceptual process and as it is mentioned in 

Solomon‟s et al. book, (2006, p.47), “is the degree to which people notice a stimulus 

that is within range of their sensory receptors”. As mentioned above, due to the 

consumers‟ perceptual selectivity, consumers collect their attention only to certain 

stimuli and they are not able to gather any other and so they miss most of the hidden 

messages of an advertisement or a packaging for example (Solomon et al., 2006).  

 

The exposure could be divided into a) selective exposure and b) adaptation. Selective 

exposure is the one by which consumers select to pay attention only to one stimulus 

and this phenomenon is happening because of the experiences the consumers got in 

their past and now these experiences influence consumers‟ decision of what stimuli 

they should accept. But, there are also people and so consumers knowing what they 

really want and due to their “perceptual vigilance,” they are “aware of stimuli that 

relate to their current needs” and they are able to know which of these needs are 

conscious and the opposite (Solomon et al., 2006, p.48). When consumers, after some 
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time, stop to pay attention to the stimuli which influence them, they get used to them 

and there it is the process of adaptation which makes consumers not to notice any 

other stimuli as time goes by. The factors adaptation is based on are the following: 

intensity, duration, discrimination, exposure, and relevance (Solomon et al., 2006). 

 

 

 Attention 

 

 

As it is commonly known, everyone that is considered as a consumer is exposed to a 

great variety of different stimuli and messages through the advertisements. Marketers 

do really make huge efforts to increase their creativeness and allure the consumers. 

They come off victorious when they manage to attract consumers‟ attention to what 

they do, even they use either alluring commercials or packages. So, “attention is the 

degree to which consumers focus on stimuli within their range of exposure” (Solomon 

et al., 2006, p.48). The effort that marketers do to attract the consumer‟s attention 

sometimes confuses people and that is the reason of the countering advertising clutter.  

 

Advertisers, in order to allure even more and more people, try to rewrite or recompose 

some parts of their own advertisements and commercials. The big deal marketers have 

to face is to “discover” those cultural or any other element which attracts any 

consumer‟s attention. Another factor that is really important in the attention stage of 

the perceptual process is the place used for an advertisement to be put. So, in the case 

of an “[…] unconventional place, […] there will be less competition for attention ” 

(Solomon et al., 2006, p.49). Of all those stimuli that exist, only one will be noticed as 

it will receive the biggest part of the consumers‟ attention due to its difference from 

the rest of stimuli. This is the way of creating contrast from other stimuli and so 
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products by using unpredictable patterns, size, and colour contrasts, advertising 

cliches, mocking advertisements and cultural stereotypes (Solomon et al., 2006). 

 

 

 Interpretation  

 

 

The last stage of the perceptual process is the interpretation which “refers to the 

meaning that people assign to sensory stimuli” (Solomon et al., 2006, p.50). This is 

absolutely normal. Despite the common elements consumers have as humans, they 

also have differences. Although they can see or hear the same thing, the message they 

perceive is totally or almost different as the meanings of theses messages and stimuli 

too (Solomon et al., 2006). Unfortunately, there is always the possibility of stimulus 

ambiguity. In that case, the consumers do not perceive the right message of the stimuli 

they focus on, or the meanings coming from the stimuli are countless. Some other 

times, consumers also seem more perplexed as they blend every message they get 

according to their desires and wishes. This ambiguity makes things harder for the 

marketers, but despite this setback they use their creativity and “generate a contrast, 

paradox, controversy or interest” to allure once again the consumers‟ attention 

(Solomon et al., 2006, p.50). 

 

 

2.2.2. Consciousness 

 

 

Workman and Lee mentioned that according to Fenigstein (1975) individuals have 

different personality traits and different levels of awareness (2013). This inclination of 
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awareness or in other words self-awareness, in the case of individuals, is related to 

self-consciousness (Workman & Lee, 2011). Workman and Lee (2013) also quote 

Gould‟s words (1987) that self-consciousness is separated into two kinds which are 

the following: a) “private self-consciousness” and b) “public self-consciousness”. In 

Gould‟s work, it is also underlined a third kind of self-consciousness which is called 

“social anxiety” (1987). Moreover, Workman and Lee report that James (1980) stated 

that there are three basic elements of the self and these are the following: a) material, 

b) social and c) spiritual (2011). Thus, Fenigstein‟s public self is connected with 

James‟s social self and Fenigstein‟s private self is connected with James‟s spiritual 

self (Workman & Lee, 2011). 

 

In this paragraph will be presented each of the three different kinds of consciousness 

in short words in order to be understandable for what comes later. Private self-

consciousness is about the personal and unshared aspects like attitudes and it controls 

the inner feelings that are not visible and observable from the others. In this case, 

people and more specific consumers are cognizant and aware only of their own 

feelings and beliefs (Workman & Lee, 2013). Public self-consciousness is about the 

degree of awareness of oneself as a social object. People who are aware in this 

category care mostly for the presentation of themselves and how the others perceive 

this image and what impression they have (Workman & Lee, 2011). Social anxiety is 

the uncomfortable feeling individuals have when they surrounded by others (Gould, 

1987). 

 

Another variable which plays an important role in this game of awareness is also the 

physical characteristics of the product. These characteristics could be the package, the 

price, and of course the brand through the label of its own name on the products 

package (Workman & Lee, 2011). Those consumers who consider mostly about their 

public self-consciousness pay more attention to those prestige products in order to 

improve their public image and show their social status (Workman & Lee, 2011). 
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Concerning the fact that public self-consciousness is totally related with the image 

and the impressions others create for one and only individual, it is also related to 

fashion and clothes as people believe that by wearing a good cloth they create a 

stronger public presentation of themselves (Workman & Lee, 2011).  A Gould‟s 

(1987) strong belief is the existence of a crucial factor which influences and affects 

the consciousness and this one is the gender of the people as women care more about 

their public self-consciousness than men (Workman & Lee, 2011). Because of that 

difference in the preferences of the female consumers and the male ones and due to 

the fact that women pay more attention to their public image, females are more aware 

of commercials (Gould, 1987). This is the main reason why women get more affected 

than men and why “most commercials with female models are addressed to females” 

(Gould, 1987, p.216). 

 

Regarding the female public self-consciousness, should be mentioned the degree of 

how much involved a person or a female is with fashion, the so-called fashion 

consciousness. Fashion consciousness is related with the public self-consciousness 

since the consumers care about specific brands that are mostly luxury and fashionable 

(Maden & Göztaş, 2015). So, the gender, the characteristics of the product, the 

fashion groups and consumers‟ affordance are crucial factors which affect and 

influence the consumers‟ consciousness about advertisements and products.   

 

 

2.2.3. Subliminal Messages 

 

 

Subliminal messages belong to the communication system since they are messages 

and in the case of advertisements, these messages are sent from vendors to consumers. 

Mazzei reports that this type of messages is highly related to consumers‟ 
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consciousness (2015). Both Mazzei (2015) and O‟Barr (2013) underline the definition 

of the word “subliminal”. They also state that it has Latin origins as it comes from the 

words “sub” and “limen” which mean respectively “below” and “threshold”. The 

word subliminal “refers to perception that occurs below the threshold of human 

consciousness” (O‟Barr, 2013). Nevertheless, the name “subliminal advertising” was 

not known before the 70‟s (O‟Barr, 2013). 

 

The whole concept of “subliminal advertising” as it is known today first appeared in 

1975 (Broyles, 2006), but the truth about subliminal messages starts many years ago. 

Since the fifth century B.C., the Greek thinkers discovered a new way of persuasion 

and through a particular use of their language they managed to influence the people, 

most of the times insidiously and sneakily (Stern, 2015). But all this became known 

from the mid-twentieth century onwards when scientists from different sectors began 

to examine the whole thing with various experiments and researches (Stern, 2015; O‟ 

Barr, 2013; Messaris, 2013; Stroebe, 2012; Parpis, 2003).  

 

Through the definition of word “subliminal”, it is shown the connection between the 

subliminal messages and the perception. As mentioned in the previous theoretical 

parts, a necessary element of the perception is the stimulus the consumer focuses on. 

This stimulus can be “any word, image or sound that is not perceived within the 

normal range of consciousness, but makes an impression on the mind” (Treimer & 

Simonson, 2001). Speaking for nowadays these words and images or in other words 

these symbolisms “are perfectly visible, not to say blatant” (Messaris, 2013). This 

kind of stimulation, depending on the circumstances, implicates words or pictures that 

either they are so quick to be caught with a blink of the eyes, or the way the words are 

spoken challenges the conscious and unconscious part of the consumers‟ mind. By 

using these subliminal techniques the advertisers and so on the marketers make less 

effort to promote their products than before (Treimer & Simonson, 2001).      
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At this point, a researcher who studied for years the subliminal messages should be 

mentioned and his name is Key. Key realized that most of the subliminal messages 

are transferred through inappropriate images. Most of the images show “body parts 

like breasts and geneticals, wild animals, and other […] terrifying images […]” (O‟ 

Barr, 2013). Broyles (2006) mention also the role of Key in understanding these 

messages better.  Key supported that through the advertisements the only thing that is 

promoted is the role of sex. Sometimes the role of sex is well hidden and some other 

times not. “From whatever dark motivations, Key finds sexual symbolism in every ad 

and commercial” (O‟ Toole; cited in O‟ Barr, 2013). 

 

The transferring or subliminal messages and the way they work are based on the 

consumers‟ consciousness as most of them are not aware of what they are exposed to 

(Mazzei, 2015). Mazzei (2015) reports that this transferring and awareness depend on 

how fast the images of a movie or frame change, or how well hidden is a word or 

phrase in a picture. The receiver of the message and so on the consumer may not be 

able to catch the message immediately and consciously. The consumers‟ minds will 

subconsciously receive the message, elaborate it and perhaps keep it. In advertising, 

this kind of messages is used to determine the potential consumers to buy the products 

promoted (Mazzei, 2015).  O‟ Barr (2013) confirms that too, by saying: “These 

embeddings are not immediately obvious to readers, but they are picked up 

subliminally and interpreted by our unconscious minds. We are stimulated by them 

and ultimately motivated to purchase the advertised products and brands that use 

them”. 

 

On advertising, things work almost the same as most of the advertisements use 

subliminal messages (Mazzei, 2015). Although there were a lot of determinations in 

the past to stop using that type of messaging, and although the Federal 

Communications Commission (FCC) interfered, the advertising industry did not stop 

using them (Mazzei, 2015). But everyone knows that through advertising people are 

getting closer and informed about the products they desire and want to obtain. The 
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most typical definition of subliminal advertising refers to the use of images and words 

that are secretly embedded in the advertisements and create conspiracy theories for 

controlling the consumers‟ brains (Parpis, 2003). Subliminal messages can nowadays 

be found in any kind of advertisement, either it is a TV commercial or it is a print 

advertisement (Mazzei, 2015). “In that sense, subliminal advertising is everywhere” 

(Parpis, 2003). It should also be mentioned what Key wrote for the advertising 

industry: “There is no such thing as subliminal advertising. I have never seen an 

example of it, nor have I ever heard it seriously discussed as a technique by 

advertising people...It is demeaning to assume that the human mind is so easily 

controlled that anyone can be made to act against his will or better judgment by 

peremptory commands he doesn't realize are present” (O‟ Barr, 2013).  

 

An extremely important variable which influences the subliminal messages and 

advertisements is the role of habits. It may sound peculiar, but when it comes to an 

“habitually consumed brand”, then the subliminal advertising cannot affect the 

consumers‟ choices (Verwijmeren et al., 2010). Consumers‟ will focus on and buy the 

product they always usually buy in any case. At this point, it can be easily understood 

that consciousness is not the only variable which influences the subliminal advertising 

and this may be the reason for the existence of so many researches and studies that 

have failed on this subject (Verwijmeren et al., 2010). 
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2.3.Attitudes and Factors affecting them 

 

 

2.3.1. Attitudes 

 

 

The psychologist Daniel Katz was the first one to develop the “functional theory of 

attitudes”, explaining how attitudes facilitate social behaviour: “according to this 

pragmatic approach, attitudes exist because they serve a function for the person. That 

is, they are determined by a person‟s motives” (Solomon et al., 2014, p.293). Katz 

identified four types of attitudes‟ functions: a) utilitarian function, b) value-expressive 

function, c) ego-defensive function, and d) knowledge function. It is commonly 

admitted that an attitude can serve more than one function, but in general one will be 

dominant. According to Solomon et al, (2014, p.293), “by identifying the dominant 

function a product serves for consumers (i.e. what benefit it provides), marketers can 

emphasize these benefits in their communications and packaging. Ads relevant to the 

function prompt more favourable thoughts about what is being marketed and can 

result in a heightened preference for both the ad and the product”. 

 

Most researchers agree on the fact that an attitude has three components, forming the 

“ABC model of attitudes”: Affect, Behaviour, and Cognition. These three components 

are explained as follows:  “Affect refers to the way a consumer feels about an attitude 

object. Behaviour involves the person‟s intentions to do something with regards to an 

attitude object. Cognition refers to the beliefs a consumer has about an attitude object” 

(Solomon et al., 2014, pp.294-295). 

 

In marketing, there is much more to consider than just product attributes. When trying 

to understand consumers‟ motivations, one has to note that “in decision-making 
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situations, people form attitudes towards objects other than the product itself that can 

influence their ultimate selections. [...] In addition, consumer‟s reactions to a product 

over and above their feelings about the product itself are influenced by their 

evaluation of its advertising” (Solomon et al., 2014, p.297). The evaluation that one 

makes about a product he has never seen nor used, for example, will rely on how it is 

presented and depicted in marketing communication. 

 

We can also point out that researchers in the marketing field acknowledge a theory 

about the attitude towards an advertisement. It is defined as a “predisposition to 

respond in a favorable or unfavorable manner to a particular advertising stimulus 

during a particular exposure occasion” (Solomon et al., 2014, p.298). It also means 

that brand attitudes can be greatly impacted by the feelings generated by advertising. 

But what should not be forgotten is that reactions and attitudes vary from one group 

of consumers to another. Furthermore, this field of research has only obtained a low 

correlation between a person‟s reported attitude towards something and their actual 

behaviour towards it. So, peoples‟ knowledge about attitudes is not a good behaviour 

predictor. Some examples of advertising during the 2012 edition of the Superbowl, 

show that people can actually love a commercial but fail to buy the product (Solomon 

et al., 2014, p.308). 

 

 

2.3.2. Culture, Geographical influences, and Religion 

 

 

The most crucial factors which affect the attitudes and therefore our study are the 

following: a) culture, b) geographic influences on lifestyles, and c) the impact of 

religion. These three factors are analyzed in the following subchapters.   
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Culture 

  

 

Culture is a factor which plays a really important and crucial role both in consumers‟ 

perception and attitudes, but its role is also really important for the decision-making 

process of buying a product. Culture is connected with the society and the memories 

created from each society which affects the whole perceptual process and attitudes. It 

is a medley of a great variety of “shared meanings, rituals, norms and traditions 

among the members of a […] society” (Solomon et al., 2006, pp.498-499). 

Furthermore, Chan et al. cite in their article that Hofstede mentioned that “culture is 

the collective mental programming that distinguishes societies from one another” 

(2007, p.610). 

 

Solomon et al. mention that culture also contains values and ethics but also material 

objects and services as well, such as cars, clothing, food, etc (2006). They also 

mention that all consumers either individuals or in groups, they all are a part of 

culture. Culture, in turn, is a system and this system helps other systems to be 

organized in a regular way (Solomon et al., 2006). Culture is one of the most 

significant variables affecting the consumers‟ behaviour. The relationship between 

these two factors is a two-way street. The priorities set for an activity/product are 

affected by the consumers‟ cultural background and sometimes it leads a market to 

success or failure. The product which is created in an acceptable and desirable way 

according to consumers‟ culture and benefits them is the one which has the best 

chances to be accepted by a certain marketplace (Solomon et al., 2006).  

 

Furthermore, culture is based on three aspects which are not others than the following:  
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 Ecology: it has to do with how a system can be adapted to its habitat and it is more 

connected with the technology which is responsible for the distribution of the 

resources. 

 Social structure: it has to do with how social life can be preserved. The domestic 

and political groups are included in this aspect. 

 Ideology: it has to do with the mental characteristics every consumer has and how 

they are related to the environment and the social groups. In this aspect, the use of 

moral principles is a crucial factor. 

(Solomon et al., 2006) 

 

Solomon et al. also mention that there are some rules of behavior which judge what is 

bad and what is good and acceptable and unacceptable (2006). These rules are called 

Crescive norms and are the ones which follow:  

 A custom is a norm which comes from the past and controls the people‟s most 

basic behaviours. It also includes some particular ceremonies. 

 There are other kinds of customs, the mores, which supposed to be the strongest 

moral aspects of all. In this category, the taboos are included and any kind of bias. 

 Conventions are daily norms. They are related to the everyday life and they are 

those which are liable for what is wrong and what is right in a softer way compared to 

the previous two. 

(Solomon et al., 2006)  

 

Concerning all these, cultural values also influence the way that consumers react 

against an advertisement and mostly to a controversial or offensive advertisement 

(Chan et al., 2007). These reactions depend on the consumers‟ cultural settings. 

Consumers from high context and collective cultures do accept none of the 

controversial products and their advertisements because of sex promotion. Consumers 

from low context and individualistic cultures accept controversial products and 

advertisements and their sexual subliminal messages much more easily (Chan et al., 

2007).   
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Geographic influences on lifestyles 

 

 

The consumers‟ perception and attitudes are totally different between different 

countries. This phenomenon is happening because every country has different 

climates, cultural influences, and resources. Those variables affect the perception and 

the attitudes as much as consumption is affected by those. Each country promotes 

alternative lifestyles since people give importance to their preferences and desires and 

these all are diverse. Some of these variables are noticeable and some others are not 

so obvious (Solomon et al., 2006). There are also differences according to the region 

and the nationality and this is more obvious when someone examines either the 

macro-level or the micro-level of this diversity. 

 

 

The impact of religion 

 

 

Religion is a crucial variable which influences everyone and everything either in 

marketing or in everyday life. Fam, Waller, and Erdogan report that religion, 

according to Crystal, “may constitute any number of values, sacred objects, beliefs, 

rituals, norms, requirements, and taboos” (2004, p.539). In this journal, it is also 

mentioned that there is a great variety of religions worldwide. Except those people 

who are loyal to their religions, there are also those who are called non-religious 

believers, or in other words atheists. This factor does not mean anything as non-

religious believers have also some values and morality. So, although someone could 

say that he is an atheist, he also carries some religious influences (Fam, Waller & 

Erdogan, 2004).  



 
 

34 
 

All companies try to approach and attract consumers by not offending them due to 

their different cultural and religious backgrounds. But this is a really difficult task as 

the big companies are usually multinational or pan-European and their targets are 

ethnic groups. For small businesses, this is easier because the managers and the 

owners most of the times are the people who constitute the groups (Solomon et al., 

2006). 

 

“Putting together descriptive demographic profiles of Europe‟s major religious groups 

is not an exact science” (Solomon et al., 2006, p.590). All European countries 

accommodate people from the entire world and with different religious backgrounds. 

Christians, either Catholics or Orthodox, live with people who come from 120 

countries and they are Muslims, Arabs, blacks and Asians and they have to find the 

borderline of a peaceful life. All this diversity has to face problems such as different 

“personalities, attitudes towards sexuality, birth rates and household formation, 

income and political attitudes” (Solomon et al., 2006, p.590).  So, any country or 

company should consider all this aspects and variables in order not to offend anyone 

in such a delicate point. 

 

 

2.4.Decision-making Process and Motivations 

 

 

2.4.1. Consumers' Motivations 

 

 

“Motivation refers to the processes that cause people to behave as they do” is what is 

defined in general by Solomon et al. (2006) as motivation for individuals. Motivation 
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is closely related to the notion of need; the moment that a person feels that a need 

should be addressed, they urge to satisfy this need. Two main categories of this need 

are utilitarian- when there is a practical outcome- and hedonic- which lies down to 

emotional and intangible results. What is important for marketers is to understand the 

needs that consumers have, in order to offer products/ services that can stimulate their 

needs and get them motivated to buy.   

 

In their book, Solomon et al. (2006) classify some needs that motivate individuals to 

buy specific products. After examining several types of research, they concluded to 

four main needs that are the cause for consumers to purchase. 

 Need for achievement: Consumers will buy products that demonstrate personal 

success. 

 Need for affiliation: Main source for this need is the consumers‟ desire to 

eliminate loneliness and be part of a team. 

 Need for power: This need refers to the consumers that want to have control and 

power in their environment. 

 Need for uniqueness: Products and services that address this need are supposed to 

highlight the unique characteristics of the consumer.  

(Solomon et al., 2006) 

 

The desired goal is a result that individuals want to achieve and they can also 

motivate consumers to buy a product (Solomon et al., 2006). These goals have been a 

subject of study throughout the years and Barbopoulos and Johansson (2016) 

highlight the great degree of their diversity. Indicatively there name the main 

categories of consumers‟ goals that make them purchase a product. Thrift and safety 

constitute the first aspect, with the first characteristic referring to the choices made 

which save money for customers and the second is a goal that applies to the long-term 

future and is about their financial stability and safety. Next one, instant gratification is 

related to consumers‟ direct pleasure by the consumption of a product/service. 
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Finally, moral and social norms guide consumers‟ behaviours as they try to make 

decisions ethically correct that will also be socially accepted by their environment 

(Barbopoulos & Johansson, 2016). 

 

All these incentives can be majorly influenced by consumers‟ present liquidity. It is 

affected to such a degree that as Mishra, Mishra and Nayakankuppam (2010) suggest 

in their research, the same individuals act differently in different time lapses 

depending on their distance from their payment. That means that when consumers get 

paid they tend to spend more, while they are more conservative when their paycheck 

was some days ago. These findings ought to be considered when consumers‟ behavior 

is examined by researchers and should also have implications for marketers‟ strategy 

(Mishra, Mishra & Nayakankuppam, 2010). 

 

Finally, there are several aspects that should be taken into consideration about the 

motives that influence consumers‟ behavior. There are different levels of desire for a 

consumer to fulfill different goals, which is their motivational strength towards these 

targets. Furthermore, the motivational direction is an important aspect which 

highlights the different ways that a customer can stress their needs, choosing between 

numbers of options.  Additionally, there are two kinds of goals, positive ones, and 

negative ones. Positive goals are desired by consumers, while negative ones are the 

goals that individuals try to avoid. When consumers have to purchase a product they 

balance all the possible outcomes and try to find the most suitable, for them, decision. 

All these aspects cannot go unnoticed by companies, that usually implies them to their 

marketing campaigns in order to persuade consumers that their product is what they 

are looking for, what really meets their needs (Solomon et al., 2006). 
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2.4.2. Decision-making Process 

 

 

Consumers‟ decision-making is a process describing how a consumer makes choices 

(Sachdeva, 2015). When a consumer faces a situation such as the will to make a 

purchase, he goes “through a series of steps in order to do it” (Solomon et al., 2014). 

One can consider five stages in consumer decision-making: a) problem recognition, b) 

information search, c) evaluation of alternatives, d) product choice and e) the 

outcomes (Solomon et al., 2014). 

 

This five-stage model is, according to Sachdeva (2015), supported by “a majority of 

the authors […]” and it is discussed below. The first step, the problem recognition, 

can be defined as “the process that occurs when the buyer recognizes a problem or 

need to be triggered by internal or external stimuli” (Sachdeva, 2015). The second 

step is the information search; it is “the process whereby a consumer searches for 

appropriate information to make a reasonable decision” (Solomon et al., 2014). The 

third step is the evaluation of alternatives and according to Sachdeva (2015) ”the 

concepts involved are product attributes, weightage for important attributes, brand 

image, utility function and evaluation procedure”. It can be commonly admitted that 

the criteria set by the consumers when they evaluate a particular product or its 

alternatives, usually are amongst the various following: “attributes of the product, 

benefits of the product, beliefs and attitudes of the consumers, brand image of the 

product and their involvement levels” (Sachdeva, 2015). Finally, the fourth step is the 

product choice. It occurs when the consumer has searched for various alternatives and 

finally decides to purchase the product he spotted.  

  

Overall, this five-stage model illustrates basically how the consumer recognizes the 

problem (the need for a product), then how one searches for information about 

product choices, and the way one analyses the alternatives to finally make a decision 
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(Solomon et al., 2014; p.334). Some purchases are more important than others: it can 

be something really expensive, or a product that is indispensable. The consumers will 

then take some time to compare the performances, price, pay attention to the 

products‟ quality, and so on before they actually make a decision. It is very important 

for the marketers to understand how the consumers make their decisions. Some 

research leads to acknowledging that “profiling consumers‟ decision-making styles 

helps advertisers and marketers to understand their shopping behavior. Marketers can 

use them to segment the consumers into various niches for product positioning”  

(Durvasula et al., 1993; cited by Sachdeva, 2015). 

 

The outcomes, or in other words the post-purchase behaviour, are a really important 

subject for marketers to pay attention to. The post-purchase behavior can be defined 

as the reaction of the consumer towards his purchase. It can be either satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction that can be spared in different levels. “If the product falls short of the 

buyer‟s expectation, the buyer will be disappointed and dissatisfied. If it meets the 

expectations, the buyer will be satisfied. If it exceeds the expectations, the buyer will 

be delighted” (Sachdeva, 2015). Kotler et al. (2009) and Meenakshi and Kumar 

(2009), cited by Sachdeva (2015), assume that those consumers who are content with 

the product they bought, they will share positive words about it. But, there are also 

those consumers who are not satisfied with their purchase and in some cases, their 

reactions and evaluations are not supportive. “Thus, consumers‟ post-purchase 

evaluation has great influence on future purchase decisions” (Kotler et al., 2009, 

Meenakshi & Kumar, 2009; cited by Sachdeva, 2015). This is why the marketers have 

to pay attention to this last step of the decision-making process, as it influences the 

consumers‟ next decisions. 

 

Nowadays, “despite all their efforts to “pre-sell” consumers through advertising, 

marketers are increasingly recognizing the significant degree to which many 

purchases are strongly influenced by the store environment” (Solomon et al., 2014, 

p86). It means that the advertising tends to have less influence on the consumer‟s 
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decision-making process than the store environment and displays these days. 

However, the advertising still has an important role in the process of decision-making, 

as its main purpose is to “pre-sell” a product, by emphasizing its qualities and value. 

This means that the advertising is the first attempt to convince the consumer to buy; 

the strategy is then supported by the displays in the store environment that should 

achieve to convince the customers. 
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3. Frame of Reference 

 

 

In this study based on the marketing and advertising field, questions arise. In order to 

be able to fully understand the subject and to answer those questions, the research has 

to be based on previously elaborated and reliable theories established by researchers 

throughout their own studies. 

 

The advertising environment evolved a lot the last decades along with the society‟s 

environment and standards, becoming much more competitive. As the companies seek 

to make more and more profits, they now use advertising as their new battlefield. The 

competition is fierce, and their ultimate objective is to gain the consumers‟ attention, 

leading the audience to buy a particular product or service. Thus, advertisers tend to 

use controversial advertisements to draw a lot of reactions from the audience. 

Controversial advertisements are designed to shock or surprise, and aim at leaving a 

strong impression on the recipient‟s mind, using taboo subjects (sexuality, drugs, 

alcohol consumption) or by challenging social norms (Huhmann et al., 2008; Kadić-

Maglajlić et al., 2015; Moraes, Michaelidou, 2015). 

 

Advertisers put a lot of efforts in the design of their creations. The stronger the 

impression left, the better the recipient will recall the brand, its products, and/or 

services. This is pretty important as it has been showed that nowadays people are 

constantly stimulated by all sorts of messages and advertisements. This means that 

people will pay less attention to what they perceive, as they are used to it, and have a 

lower motivation to process the messages (Kadić-Maglajlić et al., 2015; Nan, Faber, 

2004; Puccinelli et al., 2015). In order for the message to be more easily understood 

by the recipient, the marketers have to make some researches and understand the 

consumers‟ motives. Consumers‟ motives are one of the main elements building 

attitudes towards a product. Attitudes refer to the feelings, beliefs, and intentions one 

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-015-2755-5#author-details-1
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-015-2755-5#author-details-1
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-015-2755-5#author-details-1
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has towards a product/service and the way he is influenced by its function, the benefit 

it provides, and even the way it has been advertised (Solomon et al., 2014). According 

to these elements, marketers can design advertisements which will emphasize the 

product‟s/service‟s characteristics and benefits, in order to reach the consumers in a 

more efficient way. This strategy, combined with shocking images or topics, allow the 

advertisement to cause a better brand recall in targeted consumers‟ minds, increasing 

the chances of motivating consumers to buy the company‟s products/services 

(Solomon et al., 2006). Moral and social norms also play a role in guiding consumers‟ 

behaviours to make ethically correct and socially accepted decisions (Barbopoulos & 

Johansson, 2016).  

 

Nowadays, people still pay a lot of attention to what others think about them. 

Attitudes and opinions are built amongst a lot of elements and influenced by others, 

such as the cultural or religious background of a person, for example. Therefore, two 

people will not necessarily understand the same thing when they come in contact with 

an advertising message. According to the theories mentioned above, the controversial 

messages found in certain advertisements can affect the consumers‟ attitudes: by 

challenging established societal norms, by bringing on the table new or taboo 

subjects, some advertisements can lead to debates and force the recipients to think 

about it. Attitudes are an element of social behaviour and are, therefore, influenced by 

peoples‟ perception, thoughts, and acts, but also by the society‟s norms. Those 

elements can impact the way a brand, a product or a service is perceived and this 

leads to affect the consumer‟s final decision, to buy or use this certain brand, product 

or service(Solomon et al., 2006).  

 

The consumer‟s final decision comes up at the end of a cycle of reflection, called the 

decision-making process, which includes five steps explaining how a consumer makes 

their choice, to purchase something or not. While conducting this process, the 

consumer will be touched at some moment by a certain type of advertisement and the 

hidden/subliminal messages the advertisement provide to them. The five steps that 
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consumers have to take under consideration are the following: a) problem recognition, 

b) information search, c) evaluation of alternatives, d) product choice and e) the 

outcomes (Solomon et al., 2014). Except those steps, consumers also take into 

account other variables which make some purchases more important than others. In 

case they are to decide which of two products to buy, they compare the performances 

and the prices. Consumers also pay attention to the products‟ quality (Durvasula et 

al., 1993; cited by Sachdeva, 2015). 

 

In the case of controversial products and so on controversial advertising a lot of 

messages are transferred for the marketers to consumers. Subliminal messages are a 

part of the communication system as well and contain the meanings that people 

cannot identify, but their conscious minds do lead them to a reaction that they do not 

justify. The messages transmitted are most of the times “hidden” from individuals‟ 

eyes and in general, these advertisements contain a remarkable size of risk. The 

desired meanings cannot be identified at first and the speed of the realization depends 

heavily on the consciousness of the recipient. Conscious consumers understand more 

the purpose of the advertisements and are influenced less by the subliminal messages, 

while the unconscious consumers are more prone to obey to these messages without 

thinking their meanings (Mazzei, 2015). Additionally, as individuals get in touch with 

more advertisements and elaborate their hidden messages, it is easier for them to 

understand faster and more precisely what the subliminal messages of an 

advertisement are about.  

 

Sometimes the subliminal messages transmitted are offensive and disturb the 

consumers, who are not willing to buy a product due to a bad promotion. So, the way 

a consumer elaborate all these messages and the information about a product/service 

or a brand influences both their attitudes and decision-making process. This is the 

reason why markets should be really careful in order to promote their 

products/services in an accepted way and inform properly the consumers of what this 

product is about. But subliminal messages are not always strong as a consuming habit 
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which influences in a higher grade the decision-making process (Verwijmeren et al., 

2010). 
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4. Methodology 

 

 

4.1.Research Approach   

 

 

4.1.1. Inductive Approach 

 

 

To connect our research findings with the theory relevant to our study, we decided to 

use the inductive approach. This approach includes the process of the collection and 

analysis of empirical data to add to the theory that is selected to base the research on. 

Alternatively, the findings can also supplement and support the theories used or 

sometimes can contradict them or focus on relatively poorly analyzed aspects of a 

topic. This is the opposite of the deductive process; where a hypothesis is conducted 

based on what is scientifically proved about a specific topic and then is tested by the 

empirical findings. Although they are considered to be different, induction contains 

also some elements and characteristics of the deduction and vice versa (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015). 

 

In our research, we opted for this approach since we chose to gather our empirical 

information with the method of the focus group. We set the questions based on our 

topic and the aspects we wanted to shed light on and then conducted the focus groups 

in order to make our conclusions about the relevant theory. Therefore, our process 

contained firstly the practical observations and remarks that were used to generate 

theory, which is the meaning of the inductive theory, correlation between theory and 

research. Furthermore, we chose, for the reasons mentioned below, to gather 

qualitative data through the method of the focus group, which is closely related to 



 
 

45 
 

induction. “An inductive strategy of linking data and theory is typically associated 

with a qualitative research approach” is mentioned by Bryman and Bell (2015), 

showing the intimacy between them. This suggestion might not be always the case, 

but we thought it would be constructive for our paper to follow it. 

 

 

4.1.2. Qualitative Method 

 

 

The reason to conduct focus groups is because we wanted to gather qualitative 

information for our research. What is considered as a qualitative research according to 

Saldaña (2011, p. 3) is that “Qualitative research is an umbrella term for a wide 

variety of approaches to and methods for the study of natural social life”, by gathering 

a number of data that are mostly non quantitative. Apart from social sciences, 

qualitative researches are also helping the causes of sociology, anthropology and 

linguistics‟ research. This type of research pays attention more to the substance of 

what is being told rather than statistic data, in order to analyze the selected topic (Aten 

& Denney, 2014). “Interview transcripts, field notes, and documents, and/or visual 

materials such as artifacts, photographs, video recordings, and Internet sites, that 

document human experiences about others and/or one‟s self in social action and 

reflexive states” (Saldaña, 2011, p. 3) are some ways that are used to gather those 

informations (Saldaña, 2011). 

 

Qualitative research also has some unique features that make it stand out. Studies 

have mentioned several distinctive characteristics, although common ones contain the 

features phenomenology, case study, and grounded theory. In short words, 

phenomenology is describing the meaning that the interviewed people give to their 

personal experience. Case study “seeks to determine and describe the prevailing 
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processes of the phenomena under investigation” (Aten & Denney, 2014) and 

grounded theory intend to create theories (Aten & Denney, 2014). 

 

Mainly we chose to acquire qualitative information because we wanted to understand 

the customers‟ stance on controversial messages. Thus, numerical information does 

not give a clear image of the feelings that a consumer has or their reactions about 

these kinds of messages. In general, this type of data favors the goals of our research. 

It helps us gather detailed opinions from the participants who deepen the subject 

which is analyzed by giving us new perspectives on it and a better understanding of 

what they really think. 

 

 

4.2.Research Design 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

 

4.2.1. Case Study Research Design 

 

 

The method of case-study has been used for years, thus there are a lot of researches 

and theories that have been made about it. Gerring (2004) mentions some of the 

assumptions made for it and concludes to one modern definition: “An intensive study 

of a single unit for the purpose of understanding a larger class of (similar) units”. The 

central term in this definition is what “unit” means. Theories mentioned that case 

studies focus on a single case, but as it is pointed out, this is not what happens usually. 

The case study is a flexible method that can be used in a large variety of situations 

and scientific fields. In his book, Yin (2014) mentions that “psychology, sociology, 

political science, anthropology, social work, business, education, nursing and 
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community planning” are sectors that can get a lot of benefits from a case study 

research. This method has produced a lot of empirical material through various 

researches, but it is still not so commonly used.  

 

Also, this method allows studying more complicated issues. It suits qualitative 

research and one of its main advantages is that it examines the phenomenon in 

question through a number of different opinions that participants have.  This gives the 

chance to the researchers to acquire multiple views about their research and gain a 

more spherical aspect on it. What is more, the researchers can take answers about 

“how” and “why” the phenomena under study occurs (Baxter & Jack 2008). Yin 

(2003) is quoted in Baxter and Jack‟s work (2008) in order to describe the reasons to 

select case study as an approach: 

 Case study is meant to answer “how” and “why” questions 

 When the behaviour of the participants cannot be manipulated by researchers 

 Certain contextual situations are getting examined, as researchers believe they 

influence the phenomenon they study. 

  To find out what influence the context has over the phenomenon  

(Yin 2003; cited by Baxter & Jack 2008)  

Case study implies to follow determined steps. More specifically, these steps include 

the collection of empirical information followed by their in-depth analysis and finally 

the presentation of the outcomes and the conclusions made (Yin, 2012). 

 

Finally, to enhance the credibility and reliability of a case study, there are five points 

that the researchers should be aware of. First of all, the purpose of the case study and 

all of the questions asked have to be clear and justified. Furthermore, the design and 

the sample must suit the purpose of the research. Finally, the empirical material has to 
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be collected, managed and analyzed properly (Russell et al., 2005; cited by Baxter & 

Jack 2008). 

 

For our research, we wanted to examine three specific companies as a single unit and 

study how people react to their campaigns. Therefore, the type of case study we used 

is a multi-case study, instrumental one. By definition, multi-case studies include more 

than one case and are used when researchers want to find characteristics that are 

similar or different between them and make conclusions. In addition, our research is 

characterized as being an instrumental one. The purpose of such a study is to go 

deeper in a specific issue and review the existing theory about it (Baxter & Jack 

2008). Additionally, the cases used have a supportive role in order to understand the 

general context of the phenomenon we study (Stake, 1995; cited by Baxter & Jack 

2008).  

 

We decided to use the case study as our research design because we think it is 

matching the questions asked in this research. The study investigates the relationship 

between the messages carried by advertisements and the decisions made by 

consumers. The questions raised by this study are indeed “how?” questions, as we 

chose to focus on how advertisements containing controversial messages impact 

consumers‟ attitudes, but also how the purchasing process does interact with the 

subliminal messages received through advertisements. To support the research, we 

chose to present three different advertisement campaigns to gather and study the 

recipients‟ reactions. Therefore, with the characteristics of our purpose and questions, 

the research design we chose is an instrumental, multi-case study. 
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4.2.2. Focus Groups 

 

 

In order to meet our goals, this study will be based on various elements. We first 

compile different theories related to our study‟s subject, which means data coming 

from research conducted previously about consumer perception and advertising. Also, 

our theoretical framework consists also of scientific articles and meanings from books 

that are relevant and help us present all the theories needed. Besides this, we will use 

the method of focus group in order to collect empirical material.  

 

According to Bryman‟s and Bell‟s book (2015), Focus Group is a group interview 

including more than four, at least, participants who interact with each other and the 

moderator, talking and making conclusions about a specific topic. Its purpose is to 

investigate attitudes and feelings over a specific topic and realize as well the reasons 

and motives for their behaviours (Greenbaum, 2000). In general, this method draws 

characteristics from two types of the interview; the group interview and the focused 

interview. The first is about a certain number of people that talk about a topic, while 

the latter is what Merton (1987) in Stewart‟s, Shamdasani‟s  and  Rook‟s article 

(2007) states as important is that these participants have been in a “particular concrete 

situation” that is relevant to the subject of the research. 

 

It is also very popular to marketing research as it is very useful for the researchers in 

order to acquire the consumers‟ perception of certain features of their products and 

services (Stewart, Shamdasani & Rook, 2007). The role of the method “represents the 

voice of the consumer” concerning the fortune of their commodity (Greenbaum, 

2000). There are several reasons why this method is chosen. One of the main reasons 

is due to the type of data we need to collect. Our research needs the qualitative type of 

data and the focus group method is considered as one of the most suitable (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015).  
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Furthermore, during the process, the participants talk about their ideas and 

perceptions about the topic. Therefore, they can focus on aspects of the topic that they 

think important and also show us on what we should concentrate on for the analysis 

part. What is more important is that it is possible new ideas and opinions, we have not 

even thought about, might be told by the group participants, as they interact with each 

other (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Comparing to statistical research, the focus group is 

easier to be used, to take place and be analyzed as well. It is referred as an “office 

getaway” which makes it more “social, entertaining and insightful” (Stewart, 

Shamdasani & Rook, 2007).  

 

Additionally, a focus group is considered a method which is relatively highly reliable, 

in the sense that opinions are more realistic and true. This comes from the fact that 

participants challenge each other‟s opinion and what they say is a result of a dialogue 

that makes them think about their opinions and argue logically about them (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015). Also, the participants interact with the moderator, while researchers can 

identify their non-verbal reactions while they participate (Stewart, Shamdasani & 

Rook, 2007). In general, the greatest value that focus group possesses is that it gives 

the ability to examine the potential “live” consumers, as they interact and confront 

each other (Stewart, Shamdasani & Rook, 2007). 

 

Although the method is very helpful, we recognize its disadvantages. First of all, the 

process is difficult, as it requires the control of a discourse of a large group of people 

that should have equal time of talking and respect each other. Also, the data is hard to 

be tracked and sometimes impossible since participants tend to speak at the same 

time, interrupting each other (Bryman & Bell, 2015). A major concern is also the 

phenomena of the so-called “group effects”. This term is about the problems created 

in a group interview and is concerned about the involvement of the participants in the 

discussion of a topic. So, in a potential discourse, there are people that are willing to 

talk more, so their opinion would be represented more in the analysis of the thesis 

than others that are more introverts to talk (Bryman & Bell, 2015). What is also 
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concerning is that participants‟ answers are not always independent from what the 

others have already said (Stewart, Shamdasani & Rook, 2007). Finally, there are some 

practical issues that have to be monitored, in order to have a successful focus group. 

First of all, the analysis of the data is a hard and more time-consuming process than 

individual interviews. Moreover, to gather three groups of people that also meet the 

necessary criteria and are willing and available to be interviewed is difficult (Bryman 

& Bell, 2015). Even though we recognize these setbacks, we think that we could 

reduce their effect on our effort to gather the data needed for our research.  

 

Regarding the question why we chose focus group and not an in depth One on One 

way of interview, there are several reasons backing our decision. As Greenbaum 

(2000) mentions the outcome of the latter could be significantly lacking in detail and 

ideas that come out through a group interview. Additionally, one on one interview is 

more tiring as it is a plain discourse with questions and replies which make the 

process less dynamic. One further point mentioned is the unwillingness of the 

interviewees to discuss sensitive issues, something that is crucial for our theme. 

Certainly, our goal is not to depreciate the other methods but we are pointing how 

focus group fits more our purposes. 

 

 

4.2.3. Sample/Participants 

 

  

The selection of the participants was random as we wanted only people that are 

consumers and get in touch with messages regardless their background. The number 

of participants that we managed to gather is 24 participants. From these people, 19 are 

females and the rest 5 males. So, 62% of the sample is women and 38% of the sample 

is men (see Appendix, p. 122). The ages of the participants selected are between 20 
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and 30 years old and all of them are students of the Linnaeus University in Vaxjo, 

some of them are doing their bachelor programs and some of them their master‟s (see 

Appendix, p. 123).  

 

The participants selected are from different cultural and religious backgrounds in 

order to have a wide variety of opinions of consumers with different characteristics. 

We did not want to limit our research on any of these features, so we tried to represent 

different cultural and religious backgrounds. Thus, the participants come from 

different countries and they believe in different religions (see Appendix, pp. 124-125). 

 

 

4.2.4. Procedure  

 

 

The procedure was orchestrated by a moderator who introduced the researchers‟ 

names and the subject of the study and tried to ensure that the group was equally 

represented by every participant. Also, the other two members of our research group 

were keeping notes during the whole procedure. The moderator was there, so the 

interview had a flow. The questions asked were following a structured way, as we 

wanted to have the control of the conversation and some questions we had needed to 

be answered. Additionally, the interviews were filmed, something that the 

interviewees were aware, in order to facilitate our transcription afterwards and 

analyze them in deep. A white paper was given to each participant by the moderator 

and they firstly had to write down their names, ages, and countries.  

 

Subsequently, the moderator presented some pictures of three controversial 

advertising campaigns and the participants had to write in a second white paper their 
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thoughts about what they were exposed to. In order to be more specific, they had to 

write the three first words or phrases that came to their minds after they saw these 

advertisements and they had to do that three times, as we showed them three different 

campaigns. Then, after the thoughts-writing, the discussion started and the 

participants followed our instructions. During the discussion, they were completely 

free to talk and express their own opinion on different subjects, and sometimes they 

gave hints about how they assumed the subject could be perceived in their home 

country. Finally, the focus group was transformed into a debate in order to decide 

which of these advertisements was the most shocking and why.  

 

(See Appendix for the transcriptions of the focus groups and the participants‟ notes.) 

 

 

4.2.5. Arguments for the number of the focus groups 

 

 

About the focus groups themselves, we conducted three, in order to have a great 

variety of opinions and try to have a representative sample of consumers. These three 

focus groups lasted a little more than an hour each. We had three of them as it was the 

maximum number we could organize and transcript in a limited period of time. 

Furthermore, finding participants willing to help was a difficult task. One limitation of 

our study that should be underlined is that due to the time limitation and our social 

surrounding, the participants are mainly students. To conclude, we think it is a 

reasonable number as we had a reasonable size of data for our empirical framework, 

based on numerous different opinions and statements. 
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4.3.Research Contents 

 

 

The pictures we showed to the participants during the conducting of the three focus 

groups were advertising campaigns from three different fashion companies. In this 

study, the main campaign that is examined is the Benetton‟s “UNHATE”. But 

because of our willing to have more objective results and to see actually how strong is 

UNHATE, we also used two more campaigns with controversial context compared to 

the main one of Benetton. These two campaigns are the following: a) Sisley‟s 

“Fashion Junkie”, and b) some American Apparel‟s random advertising pictures. Each 

of these advertisements, although they are all controversial, they pass a different kind 

of message to the consumer.  

 

 

4.3.1. Benetton’s “UNHATE” 

 

 

Benetton‟s “UNHATE” was released in 2011 with many controversial projects. The 

project we chose to present and examine is the one by which the company fetched to 

the public a lot of videos and images of public religious and political figures kissing 

each other and most of them were kissing people of the same sex (see Appendix, Fig. 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6). The purpose of this general UNHATE campaign was to proceed 

the contribution of the creation of a new culture against the hate and the main 

principles of this were to “fight against hate and discrimination in all its forms”, to 

“support the new generations” and to “disseminate the social impact of art” 

(UNHATE FOUNDATION, 2012).  
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4.3.2. Sisley’s “Fashion Junkie” 

 

 

Sisley is a brand owned by the United Colors of Benetton and Sisley‟s “Fashion 

Junkie” campaign was released in 2007 and it shows two girls doing drugs and instead 

of cocaine they are “sniffing a vest” (Dewulf, 2012) (see Appendix, Fig. 7). The 

purpose of this advertisement was to show how addicted a person can be, not only by 

doing drugs but by shopping too. There is no excuse of this advertisement as the 

Benetton's foundation against hate.  

 

 

4.3.3. American Apparel 

 

 

American Apparel was founded in 1989 (Brugnoli-Ensin, 2014). In this advertisement 

campaign which was firstly released in 2004 (Amarca, 2015) all of the projects are 

related to the controversy. This company uses at its own advertisements mostly 

women from different parts of the society, either everyday life women or porn stars. It 

is promoting its products by “sexualization and exploitation of women […] in 

extremely provocative poses” (Brugnoli-Ensin, 2014) (see Appendix, Fig. 8, 9, 10, 11, 

12, 13, 14, 15, 16, and 17). 
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4.4.Research Quality 

 

 

In order to have a trustworthy and credible assignment, we have to fulfill the criteria 

of reliability and validity.  

 

 

4.4.1. Reliability 

 

 

Therefore, for our survey we tried to adjust the research design in order to accomplish 

that. In qualitative research, reliability measures how much repeatable the results are, 

which means that if another researcher repeats the survey, they would have the same 

outcome (Grossoehme, 2014). Choosing a random sample with the age frame we had, 

without any cultural background, it is possible to get the same replies, fulfilling the 

criterion of reliability. Externally, since the conditions and limitations are met can be 

replicable and have the same outcomes and internally it meets the demands, since the 

tapes of the focus groups do not leave any hesitation about what is said by the 

participants. 

 

 

4.4.2. Validity 

 

 

On the other hand, validity in qualitative research is considered as the 

““appropriateness” of the tools, processes, and data” (Leung, 2015, p. 325). The issue 
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that this feature raises questions about is the following: whether the research question 

serves the cause of the research, the methodology can help us answer the research 

question, the design‟s choice is appropriate for the methodology. Additionally, it is 

checked whether the sample and the analysis are relevant to the topic and finally it is 

assessed if the results and the conclusions made are a logical outcome of the rest of 

the assignment (Leung, 2015).  

 

In order to meet the criteria for validity, we had to be really careful throughout the 

paper and formulate each part in order to be highly valid. Therefore, we have two 

research questions that lead us to the solution of the problem raised. The methodology 

sets the guidelines of the research design precisely and the design itself suits our 

survey. The selection of the sample, which we decided to have, was based on our 

decision to have as much diversity we could, having on mind the limitations we faced. 

Analysis and conclusion come as an outcome of the data we collected and presented 

in the theoretical and empirical framework, in order to be relevant and on track with 

our purpose.  

 

Thus, we believe our research can be characterized as reliable and valid. 
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4.5.Operationalization 
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2008, p.1). 
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Consumers‟ 

gender & 

characteristics 

of the products 
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Subliminal 

Messages 

“Subliminal” is 

Latin origin as it 

comes from the 

words “sub” and 

“limen” which 

mean 

respectively 

“below” and 

“threshold”, it 

“refers to 

perception that 

occurs below the 

threshold of 

human 

consciousness” 

(O‟Barr, 2013). 

Symbolism, 

the role of sex 

Challenging the 

conscious and 

unconscious 

part of 

consumers‟ 

mind 

A
tt
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u
d
es

 a
n
d
 F

ac
to

rs
 a

ff
ec

ti
n
g
 t

h
em

  

Attitudes 

Attitudes exist 

because they 

serve a function 

for the person 

and they are 

determined by a 

person‟s motives 

(Solomon et al., 

2014). 

ABC model: 

Affect, 

Behaviour, 

Cognition 

Consumers‟ 

motivations 

C
u
lt

u
ra

l,
 G

eo
g
ra

p
h
ic

al
 i

n
fl

u
en

ce
s,

 

R
el

ig
io

n
 

Culture is a 

medley of a great 

variety of “shared 

meanings, rituals, 

norms and 

traditions among 

the members of a 

society” 

(Solomon et al., 

2006). 

Traditions 

Ruling of 

society‟s 

behaviour 
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Different 

countries have 

different 

climates, cultural 

influences and 

resources and 

those variables 

affect the 

perception and 

the attitude as 

much as 

consumption is 

affected by those 

(Solomon et al., 

2006). 

Different 

climates & 

regions 

Consumers‟ 

lifestyle 

A religion 

constitutes any 

number of 

values, sacred 

objects, beliefs, 

rituals, prayers, 

norms, 

requirements and 

taboos (Fam, 

Waller, Erdogan, 

2004). 

Beliefs, 

rituals, norms 

Consumers‟ 

values & 

morality 

D
ec

is
io

n
-

m
ak

in
g
 

P
ro

ce
ss

 

Consumers‟ 

motivations 

Motivation refers 

to the processes 

that cause people 

to behave as they 

do (Solomon et 

al., 2006). 

Notion of 

need 

Motivations for 

purchasing a 

product 
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Decision-

making 

Process 

Consumers‟ 

decision-making 

is a process 

describing how a 

consumer makes 

choices “through 

a series of steps 

in order to do it” 

(Sachdeva, 2015; 

Solomon et al., 

2014). 

Problem 

recognition, 

Information 

search,  

Evaluation of 

alternatives,  

Product 

choice, 

Outcomes  

 

Actualization of 

purchases 
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5. Empirical Results 

 

 

To cover the needs of this research, three focus groups have been conducted. In this 

part, we will recap the different findings that emerged from these “group interviews”. 

 

 

5.1. Overall data about the participants 

 

 

As it is already mentioned above, while we conducted the focus groups needed for our 

study, we came in contact with a lot of different people. Actually, we had 24 

participants for three focus groups. Most of the participants were females (62%), the 

remaining 38% being males, all aged from 20 to 30 years old. They all were coming 

from different countries, with their own cultural background. The participants 

represented Europe, and the American and Asian continents as showed in the 

following graph: 

 

“Number of participants and countries”, compiled by Author (Zaimi, 2016). (see 

Appendix, page 122) 
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It has to be noted that, during the research, some variables such as age or country of 

origin of the participants did not play a major role in their opinion display. We cannot 

attribute a certain attitude towards controversial advertisement to one specific 

country, or age-range, considering our panel for this study.  

 

 

5.2. Idea/Product promoted 

 

 

5.2.1. Benetton’s “UNHATE” 

 

 

In November 2011, Benetton presents its new advertising campaign, “UNHATE” 

(UNHATE FOUNDATION, 2011). On this set of five pictures, one can see famous 

and powerful political leaders kissing each other in a sexual way. Except Ms. Merkel, 

the leaders featured are all men. Those who are kissing and kissed are the following: 

the President of the United States of America Barack Obama kissing the Chinese 

leader Hu Jintao; German Chancellor Angela Merkel kissing the French President 

Nicolas Sarkozy. One of the pictures also features the Pope Benedict XVI kissing 

Mohamed Ahmed Al-Tayeb, imam of the Al-Azhar mosque, in Cairo, considered as 

the leader of the Sunni religion (UNHATE FOUNDATION, 2011). 

 

Here, the company does not promote clothes through its advertisements, but the idea 

of “unhate”. The core principles of their actions under the name of “Unhate: The 

Foundation” are the following: a) the fight against all forms of hate and 

discrimination,  b) the support of new generations and c) the dissemination of the 

social impact of Art as the key tool of the Foundation‟s activities against hate and 

discrimination (UNHATE FOUNDATION, 2011). According to the Benetton 
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Foundation (2011), “hate is one of the causes of the lack of social and economic 

development of new generations”. They argue that with their “strong message 

promoting human rights”, the UNHATE communication campaigns “aim to engage 

the attention of the public and promote positive actions, where anyone can become a 

player in the fight against intolerance, from the global scenario to everyday life” 

(UNHATE FOUNDATION, 2011). 

 

The pictures are promoting the acceptance of the “unknown”, this being the source of 

fear and hate according to Alessandro Benetton, who is the vice-chairman executive 

of the brand. He also declared to the media that this campaign was inspired by the kiss 

shared in 1979 by two communists leaders, Brejnev and Honecker. According to 

Alessandro Benetton, “the idea is not to shock, but as much as possible to be creative, 

constructive and positive” (United Blogs of Benetton, 2011). 

 

 

5.2.2. Sisley’s “Fashion Junkie” 

 

 

Sisley is a brand owned by the United Colors of Benetton and Sisley‟s “Fashion 

Junkie” campaign was released in 2007. In this advertisement what is shown is two 

girls doing drugs and instead of cocaine they are “sniffing a vest” (Dewulf, 2012). 

The background is dark like the walls of bars or nightclubs and one of the girls in the 

picture is wearing a transparent blouse promoting by this nudity too (Anon, 2014).  

 

The idea which promoted here is how addicted a person can be, not only by doing 

drugs but by shopping too. By this advertisement, the company wanted to show how 
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“addictive” and “hype” its products are, but this happened by promoting the use of 

forbidden substances.  

 

 

5.2.3. American Apparel 

 

 

American Apparel was founded in 1989 (Brugnoli-Ensin, 2014). In its advertising 

campaigns, all of the projects are related to the controversy and the first one was 

released in 2004 (Amarca, 2015). This company uses at its own advertisements 

mostly women from different parts of the society, either everyday women or models 

or even porn stars.  

 

Through American Apparel‟s advertisements, it is obvious that the products promoted 

are casual clothes. The clothes which are produced by this company address the entire 

fashion audience, but it is suitable mostly for young ages as the most of the products 

are for the young people.  Most of the models which are used are females. Not only 

this, but really older women are also appeared by promoting clothes for older ages. 

American Apparel has male models too. The funny or maybe the strange thing is the 

fact that the male models are fully dressed and promoting the whole outfit of a man 

compared to the female models who wear only a specific product. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

67 
 

5.3. Provocative elements in advertising 

 

 

5.3.1. Benetton’s “UNHATE” 

 

 

The elements labeling this advertising campaign as “controversial” are the use of 

political and religious figures, usually opposite ones, shown as they are kissing. 

During the focus groups, the participants expressed some of the elements that were, 

according to them, disturbing or that made them feel uneasy.  

 

First, the most provocative element was the use of public figures, both political and 

religious. 8 participants over 24 admitted that they were personally bothered by this. 

Then, some participants were bothered because they assumed that the company did 

not ask for the consent of those people to appear in the advertising campaign and also 

because Benetton earned money “on their behalf”. 

 

Second, 6 participants over 24 expressed the fact they were confused about 

advertisements that did not show the brand‟s products. In Benetton‟s case, they were 

bothered by the way the ad stands as militancy for societal causes, such as 

homosexuality or poverty. So, people can get confused easily if the advertising is not 

related to products or related to the brand. For example, during the third focus group, 

P3 said: “I think that as a company, you should promote your brand, and focus on 

selling and promoting, rather than saying that kind of things, like “this is how you 

should think”. Even, if it‟s good”. 
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Third, some of the participants expressed their feeling of being manipulated by 

pictures such as seen in Benetton‟s campaign. In the second focus group, P6 said: 

“But what they are trying to do, which I understand is to create this in the group, you 

know debating and all these things and try to provoke me with this picture. So, I 

somehow become interested in the brand, but I am not seeing clothes what they are 

about they are just trying to kind of manipulate what I am feeling and that's what I 

think these images are about”. The participants then discussed the fact that 

advertisement can be a tool to manipulate the way people think, which leads us to 

study the presence and effect of possible subliminal messages. 

 

 

5.3.2. Sisley’s “Fashion Junkie” 

 

 

What has been noticed as the most disturbing element of this campaign was the image 

of drug use. P2 from the first focus group said: “I think this is more shocking because 

of the use of drugs. They are not actually so in drugs but in the use of drugs”. 

Throughout the focus groups, the use of drugs was particularly mentioned as it is the 

most easily noticeable message.  

 

Also, there are mentioned remarks about the use of women and their appearance. 

Furthermore, there were severe considerations about the deeper message transmitted: 

“For me, I feel a lot of maybe younger, they will that the message that fashion is as 

cool as like this kind of junk so drugs are cool. When you link this kind of message it‟s 

something uncommon but I‟m not sure that people see the right thing they have to 

see”, P9 from the first focus group said and P6 from the second focus group added: “I 

would like to say I don‟t like this at all. What messages you are sending when you see 

drug addict girls and taking drugs out of a dress that makes no sense is weird. It is 
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funny because it‟s a dress and it could make fun of junkies as well because is like 

uh…but come on what you are saying with this advertisement?”. 

 

 

5.3.3. American Apparel 

 

 

The focus groups participants noted some particular elements that were, according to 

them, disturbing or made them feel uncomfortable while watching the American 

Apparel‟s pictures too.  

 

The first thing that made them feel shocked and uncomfortable was the excessive 

sexual poses that the models had taken during the photography of the campaign and 

the way they were pictured in the advertisements. As P6 from the first focus group 

mentioned: “[…] or she is stripping” and P2 from the second focus group said: “It 

looks like a bad porn magazine”. During the third focus group, P2 said: “[…]. It is 

making women kind into romanticized things, that shouldn‟t be romanticized. You 

know, like a man being dominant over a woman, or showing women in a submissive 

position” and P1 also agreed by saying: “If you look at all these pictures, on every 

one you can see a woman in a submissive position. Not just one”. 

 

A really provocative element after a long time of observation was the looks and the 

face expression that most of the girls had. More specific, in the second focus group, 

people were mostly shocked from this advertisement and the pictures and one of the 

participants noticed that this kind of looks and expressions the girls have in the 

advertising photos seems with those pictures which are taken before rapes. By using 

exactly her words (P5): “It is like the girl is about to get raped”. And two other 
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participants agreed as P1 said: “And their faces look like that” and P2 also said: “Like 

she is on drugs”. 

 

Participants also found provocative the fact that most of the girls are shown naked or 

provocative half naked by showing their occult and delicate areas of their bodies. 

During the first focus group P8 commented: “Oh, naked girls” and P1 said: “Another 

girl…I guess. But she is nude”. P1 also said: “So, in this one, you can see that they 

are covering the nipples with dots” and P6 agreed by saying: “That‟s why they try to 

imply something”. 

 

Another disturbing element of these advertisements is the fact that no product occurs 

except the human body or even better women‟s bodies as objects. P3 from the first 

focus group said: “Is she trying to advertise shorts? Because she‟s not wearing 

„something‟”. During the third focus group, P1 said: “[…] this is objectification. […] 

It‟s not showing off the clothes, but women as objects. It‟s not about the clothes; it is 

showing humans as objects”. Two other participants from the third focus group came 

into the same opinion as P3 said: “On some pictures I can‟t even see the product or 

how it looks like, I can‟t say “ok, that‟s beautiful” because I don‟t see that much of 

the products!” and P1 also said: “It seems more like they are not focusing on the 

product but on the woman, and the product just happens to be there!”. 

 

Last but not least is the fact that most of the girls used for these advertisements are 

really young and some of them, if they are not, they seem at least underage. During 

the second focus group, P5 said: “She is underage, she looks very young”. P2 also 

mentioned: “It takes your mind to illegal things with underage kids and things like 

this”. 
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5.4. Subliminal Messages 

 

 

5.4.1. The place of women in advertising campaigns  

 

 

5.4.1.1.Benetton’s “UNHATE” 

 

 

Only Merkel is seen in Benetton‟s campaign; this did not shock the participants at all, 

as they consider that for the needs of the campaign, the company only choose among 

very powerful leaders and opposing figures/enemies. People tend to note that the 

world does not have that much women as political or religious leaders. As in the 

second focus group, P5 said: “Maybe there are not that many powerful women that 

people know about. I mean Merkel is one of the most famous ones. Who else could 

be? Queen Elisabeth? Maybe it would be hard for people to recognize them” and 

when she was asked why not to present other famous women as so many others well 

known to the public she said: “Yeah, but these are very powerful people”. In the same 

focus group, P2 agreed by saying: “They are not only famous”. On the third focus 

group, P1 also said: “There are not that many worldwide known women figures, so we 

can‟t help it. It‟s not a good thing, but it‟s a fact. Like, how many countries and 

religions are held or ruled by a woman rather than a man? It‟s not even 

proportional”. 

 

Except this observation about not placing women in a high rank, participants did also 

make jokes and fun of the German Chancellor Angela Merkel. Because of her strict 

political ways, some of the participants, during the first focus group, implied her as a 

man and it is visible through the following dialog: P2: “I want to say that they are all 
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men. P1: “Not all of them!” P3: “There is Merkel!” P4: “Oh, yes!!!” P3: “But she is 

Merkel… ok… you can say that!!!”. Another one from the second focus group said 

that people do not care about her because of her actions. After all these things that 

mentioned above, they did not talk again about her as they thought that she was not 

one of the main things to be discussed.   

  

 

5.4.1.2.Sisley’s “Fashion Junkie” 

 

 

During the focus groups, the place of women according to Sisley was not the topic of 

the conversation. Most of the participants during the focus group sessions noticed and 

commented only the use of illegal substances. Nevertheless, there was one that raised 

the question and that one was P5 from the third focus group who said: “why two 

women? I actually question about this. Actually, it‟s kind of offensive to me. Why are 

only women fascinated by fashion and clothes?”.  

 

Therefore, the treatment of the female gender was especially annoying for some 

participants. After this remark, in the third focus group, there was held a conversation 

about stereotypes in the advertisement. For the women in the advertisement, there 

were many comments about their image. “Thin, junky, unhealthy, unreachable 

standards, Children‟ size dress?” were some words that described negatively their 

appearance, although some thought the image was “sexy, cool, quite interesting” and 

related to fashion. Thus, we can see the attention of the participants was divided.  

 

 

 



 
 

73 
 

5.4.1.3.American Apparel 

 

 

American Apparel has a strange way to show women as most of them are in 

submissive positions and used like tools. Most of the participants in focus group 2 

(half of the participants) and focus group 3 (all of the participants) were shocked and 

feeling uncomfortable with what they called “objectification of women”. Most of the 

female models did not seem to be used properly. This fact made participants talk a lot 

about this and the main outcome of this conversation was that American Apparel does 

not actually promote its clothing but somehow its models. The most interesting 

thoughts came from the third focus group while P1 was the first who commented the 

pictures by saying: “Yeah, this is objectification” and he also added the following: “It 

seems more like they are not focusing on the product but on the woman, and the 

product just happens to be there”.  

 

On the other hand, most of the men models are turn up casual and fully clothed 

(Brugnoli-Ensin, 2014). Because of the fact that male American Apparel‟s models are 

shown properly, P2 from the third focus group also said: “[…] men are mostly in 

dominant positions”. P2 from the first focus group mentioned: “Men are not forced to 

look like that. Usually, the commercials of fashion industry use men that look pretty 

normal” and P5 from the same focus group also said: “Yeah, we didn‟t see any men 

in these pictures, wearing underwear or showing his body like this”. 

 

Another thing that should be mentioned is that American Apparel‟s models are not all 

of them professional models as the company‟s models have beauty and age 

differences and they do not follow modeling standards as they use people from all 

over the world, through online admissions and maybe this is the reason for the lack of 

realistic standards of beauty (American Apparel, 2012). Some of the participants 

realized that and of course commented it and the first one, who is P1 from the first 
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focus group, while being surprised, asked: “Are all of them models?” and P2 from the 

same focus group said: “[…]. They are too simple, randomly they are there. […]. 

They don‟t want to show that they have to be thin. They show what a real girl looks 

like in any situation”. 

 

 

5.4.2. The role of sex 

 

 

5.4.2.1.Benetton’s “UNHATE” 

 

 

The role of sex in this campaign is the first to be detected as men are shown kissing 

and some them hugging passionately each other, except Merkel as it is mentioned 

above. The participants of the first focus group were mostly joking the whole time but 

P1 mentioned that they may try to subliminally promote also the sexual preferences 

and the homosexual community, his words were the following: “But a religious figure 

is sacred for some people and they use it to promote sexual preferences I believe. That 

bothers me. At least me”. All the other participants from the same focus group were 

opposed to this aspect and said that through this campaign Benetton is trying to fight 

that kind of hate as it is mentioned in its campaign‟s title. Only P2 said: “Well I think 

it helps them to show more gay couples and make it even more controversial”, but this 

was from a marketing point of view. 

 

The things and the way the participants have discussed the sexual preferences during 

the first focus group revealed that some of them wanted to show themselves as 

modern young people accepting the trends of our generation. P6 said: “We are all in 
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the same age. So I don‟t think we can think this thing is out of the box because our 

generation is open-minded not like our elders”. We mention that because the 

participants in the first focus group all come from pretty religious backgrounds, like 

Greece, Turkey, and Spain and people of their countries, as the participants 

themselves told us, have more conservative points of view. But of course, some 

participants were comfortable with this campaign for sure. 

 

In contrast to the first focus group, participants from both the second and the third 

focus groups noticed and mentioned the focus of Benetton on sexual preferences and 

the homosexual community, the acceptance of which is rising nowadays. Participants 

from those groups come from countries which are characterized as open-minded with 

liberated ideas and they still talked about that. These countries are Sweden, USA, 

Canada, and China. In the second focus group, P2 firstly asked: “Unhate in 

everything or in homosexuality for example?”, and then he also said: “Because it 

seems they mostly focus on homosexuality”. And P2 from the third focus group said: 

“I guess they made me a little uncomfortable because they are figures that are usually 

given a lot of respect, especially because they represent your country, your religion, 

your nation. So when they are made into a position where it seems that they are made 

fun of, or look or act “silly” so it made me uncomfortable”. 

 

 

5.4.2.2.Sisley’s “Fashion Junkie” 

 

 

Although the role of sex takes place also in this advertisement, there were no 

comments or any interest in discussing them. Even when the moderator mentioned the 

nudity promoted through one of the models who was wearing a see-through t-shirt 

and her breast was totally visible, no one cared about it. It was also mentioned the 

background of the picture which was a wall with black bricks and the place where the 
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girls were looked like a bar or nightclub. Those kinds of places are connected with the 

sex but still, nothing came out of the participants‟ mouths. That happened because 

they focused all of them on the use of drugs. 

 

 

5.4.2.3.American Apparel 

 

 

American Apparel is promoting its products by “sexualization and exploitation of 

women […] in extremely provocative poses” (Brugnoli-Ensin, 2014). It also “crosses 

the line into nudity, or even borderline on pornography" (Brugnoli-Ensin, 2014). 

There are also advertisements which have messages about sexual violence and 

hypersexuality when on the other hand the males are shown properly dressed. 

 

During the focus groups, participants discussed a lot about the role of sex in these 

pictures and the messages those pictures imply.  Except the fact that some of them 

were making jokes, what came up was that through the use of this kind of poses and 

gestures this brand is approaching its consumers with a strange way and the role of 

sex is not so subliminal but beyond obvious. This was really obvious because of the 

submissive poses and the way the products were promoting by models who were 

wearing only the product promoted and nothing else. People from the focus groups 

made the following comments: P1 from the first focus group: “She is wearing pants I 

think I can see pink” and P1 from the second focus group mentioned about the poses: 

“I think they have a problem with their style .You can see many pictures of underwear 

for women and they look normal, but their style how they show it is so awkward”. P2 

from the third focus group also commented: “They do that a lot, using the image of 

innocence. Treated as sexual objects rather than humans”. 
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What also came through the second focus group was the “confession” of one of the 

participants (P6) who knew one of the models and a story behind the scenes. Her 

words are the following: “[…] it is really not cool what they have done. […]. I mean, 

some of them are even staff members that they took pictures […]. They were actually 

taking advantage of the girls most of the time”. She also added: “[…] I have actually 

read the stories about many of those girls, a lot of them were used like they are having 

parties with the stuff or with the people who created the brand and were like: do you 

want to take some pictures? […]”. Another one from the same focus group (P5) said 

that she knew one of the girls and she was underage: “I know the girl with the soccer 

socks or whatever with her legs up in the air”.  

 

Something else that should be mentioned is that some of the participants said that the 

models‟ gestures are like those who are captured in a photo before they get raped. We 

do not know if this is true or not but appearing girls like that is also a strong 

subliminal message connected to sex. During the second focus group, P5 said: “I 

mean look at this one she looks like she is ready to get raped. These are the typical 

faces before rape pictures”. 

  

So, maybe these stories are not only stories and the sexualization is not only a 

subliminal message but a real fact which is absolutely visible. But, on the other hand, 

this is made because nudity sells in nowadays as P1 from the first focus group 

mentioned: “It is the one that would make more for a buzz. American apparel is not 

so about exploiting. I mean the ones you showed us. They are like normal 

commercials in nowadays. They don‟t look exploited”. 
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5.5. Consumers’ reactions towards advertising 

 

 

5.5.1. Benetton’s “UNHATE” 

 

 

Before the public release, the Vatican argued that the picture featuring the Pope had to 

be removed, as they considered it was “an unfair and unacceptable use of the Holy 

Father‟s image, manipulated for the sake of marketing”. The Vatican ensured they 

were ready to sue the company, and the picture was removed. However, this 

campaign‟s success was based on its viral characteristics, and soon, the whole bunch 

of pictures was displayed and relayed on different social medias, Facebook in 

particular. Despite its removal from the official campaign, the image of the Pope 

kissing the Cairo Imam is still available on a big amount of website through the 

internet (Butt, 2011). 

 

During the focus groups and while participants were watching the pictures of 

Benetton, they were not so shocked but thoughtful. As they all told, they were not 

annoyed or bothered of what they were watching.  Some of the participants liked the 

idea and were not bothered at all based on their religious and cultural background, but 

they mentioned that people either older, younger or the same age back to their 

countries may have a problem with what is presented in these pictures. Some of them 

also said that they are not bothered by the fact that those figures may be not be asked 

to be appeared in these pictures as it was logical to be used because public figures 

must be shown to the public. In the second focus group P2 said: “No, they are public 

figures, they should be used”. Also, P1 from the third focus group said: “It comes out 

from all of their jobs, they signed for it”.  
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But some of them were really annoyed, not only because Benetton through this 

campaign is making profits, but because of the fact of this kind of abuse as P1 from 

the first focus group said: “No, that‟s not what bothers me, what bothers me is that 

they use religious figures without asking for their permission”. Another participant 

from the same focus group said that if these powerful people have a problem they 

could sue the company by themselves and not the consumers of this company and her 

words were the following: “Then they can sue them”. 

 

 

5.5.2. Sisley’s “Fashion Junkie” 

 

 

The reaction of the participants was divided for this advertisement. There were some 

participants that classified it as shocking and containing a wrong and harmful 

message. “They compare the addiction of buying clothes with cocaine which is 

something negative”, as was mentioned by P5 in the first focus group. However, some 

people were not really disturbed and did not see anything to feel bad about in it. “For 

me, it‟s like a joke. It‟s like they are trying to make people laugh about it”, P1 form 

the first focus group said and some agreed. “I like this advertisement. Because I think 

is kind of funny, because it is true about more women that they are addicted to 

shopping” was stated also in a favorable way by P7 during the second focus group. 

Some also understood the meaning of addictiveness, but they wanted it to be 

transmitted in a somehow more appropriate way. There were participants that stated 

that there is not a special message to be delivered and is just an image trying to get 

attention for marketing causes. Additionally, others thought that this advertisement 

targets a group of people that can realize and elaborate deeper meanings of 

advertisement. 
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5.5.3. American Apparel 

 

 

The American Apparel campaign drew a lot of reactions, but most of them were 

negative. 12 participants over 24 clearly said they were shocked and uncomfortable 

with this campaign, because of the over-sexualization of the models. The most 

striking element was, according to the participants of the focus groups, the positions 

of the women, as well as their expressions on the pictures. On the other hand, some of 

the participants mentioned that people should not be shocked as nudity is something 

normal in nowadays. P5 from the first focus group said: “it‟s more normal in 

nowadays to do that” and P1 agreed by saying: “Yes, there are a lot of advertisements 

that use nudity” and finally P5 replied him back: “This is a common standard. All of 

the companies do it”. 

 

Unlike with the first focus group, the participants of the second and the third focus 

groups were really shocked and bothered while watching these pictures and some of 

them were acting really nervously as they were astonished of what they have just 

seen. Some first reactions of the participants of the second focus group from the first 

seconds they saw the pictures are the following: P3: “It's like lost and found”, P4: 

“Wow!”, P4: “Is this real????”, P2: “It looks like a bad porn magazine. I don‟t know 

really”, P5: “That looks so weird”, and P5: “Look her body, look her 

back…everything…that‟s so weird”. In the third focus group, P1 was the first who 

talked about American Apparel with some kind of “relieve”: “Yeah, this is 

objectification”.    
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5.6. Attitudes towards advertisements – Influences on purchasing process 

 

 

The participants agreed that the advertisement could lead them to be curious enough 

to enter a store of the brand. For example, P2, during the first focus group, stated: “I 

would consider about buying a cloth with the logo of Benetton just to show to people 

who is against it. Just to show that I support the union or the unhate”. Then, P5, from 

the same focus group, reacted: “Yeah, I would definitely stop to think twice before 

going alone at least, but I don‟t know if it convinces me to buy something exactly but I 

would definitely think about it before I decide or not to buy”. Finally, during the third 

focus group, P4 said: “These ads are enough to get me inside the store. Brand 

recognition is there. But I don‟t think I would buy because I don‟t even know what 

their clothes look like”. Here, it comes out that people recognize that certain 

advertisements can catch their attention. It can interest them enough to get the idea of 

buying from the brand, or even enter one of the brand‟s stores. 

 

However, they usually deny the fact that advertisement has any influence on their 

final purchase decision. P1, from the first focus group, stated: “For me, it wouldn‟t 

affect me at all. I mean if I wanted to buy something I would go to buy it. The 

advertisements are just there to make a profit for the company”. P3 considered: 

“When I go shopping, it has nothing to do with the commercials. Of course, I can be 

affected by commercials. Everyone is like that”. During the third focus group, P4 

added: “I would go inside but the ad wouldn‟t influence me on my purchase 

decision”, and P3 reacted saying: “No incidence. I don‟t pick the clothes according to 

advertising”. These answers show that, even if the advertisement raises the 

consumers‟ interest, they deem it pretty uncommon to directly decide to buy 

something only because of its advertisement promotion.  
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According to the participants, an advertisement can make them “feel to purchase 

something” (P9 from focus group 1), but it would not create the need to buy 

immediately. P8 added to that: “With this advertisement they don‟t make me want to 

buy something because I don‟t see clothes, but with this advertisement they get known 

to me for something they did so, maybe if I pass by a shop, I may go in and maybe if I 

like something I will get something”. The participants show here that they can 

imagine some effects the advertisement can have on them. In the last quote, there are 

a lot of conditions (“if”, “maybe”...), but the participants agreed that the message 

carried through the advertisement could lead them, when having an occasion, to 

purchase a product.  

 

In the case of Benetton‟s campaign, the participants were not totally convinced but 

acknowledged that their interest was raised by the advertisement and they assumed 

they would probably recall it easily the next time they would face Benetton‟s brand 

name. Some others were ready to buy some products, such as a t-shirt, “just to show 

that [they] support” the initiative, for example. The opinions were diversified; some 

participants from the first focus group expressed their negative feelings towards the 

brand because of this campaign, while others mostly thought that it was a good idea 

and were more supportive. 

 

For Sisley‟s advertisement, there was not so much focus on the consumers‟ buying 

procedure. For most of the participants, this advertisement was the least controversial, 

while for some it was not something extraordinary. In contrary with the other two 

campaigns that the consumers‟ behaviour was affected by this advertisement does not 

seem to have a major influence in their decision to purchase or not. Some thought that 

the advertisement transmits a strongly wrong message and might have a negative 

stance against the brand, although some people were not moved by the advertisement 

and thus will not change their attitude towards the company. 
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In the case of American Apparel, it appears that before the moderator could have the 

time to ask the question, the participants already stated “I personally wouldn‟t buy 

their clothes”, just as P10 from the first focus group did. The other participants 

agreed, and some compared American Apparel‟s advertisements with Benetton‟s: 

“Yeah the perception you get after all these pictures are worse, you don‟t want to buy 

their clothes so much as you wanted, comparing it with Benetton”, was another 

opinion. “If I compare the offensive “levels”, I think this is even more offensive and I 

wouldn‟t buy the products”, is the opinion of P5 from the third focus group with a 

similar tone. Those reactions show that the participants compare the information they 

have at their disposal and use them to forge their opinion. It also shows that the 

American Apparel advertisements drew stronger reactions and mostly negatives 

feeling than the other campaigns.  

 

In Benetton‟s case, the advertisement was generally considered as positive, but the 

consumers‟ reactions were still undecided. It has been showed that there were usually 

a lot of conditions for the participants to decide to buy from this brand: “If I were to 

pass by a shop”, “If I spot a shirt or something I would like to buy” , etc. That was 

almost the same thing for the brand Sisley; it was difficult to have clear answers 

regarding the consumers‟ purchasing decision. However, according to the focus 

groups participants, the American Apparel advertisements were the most offensive 

ones, having them react so categorically. A good example of that was provided during 

the second focus group, when the participants were asked if they were affected by 

this, as customers. Four of them said “yes” immediately; when asked if they would 

buy from the brand, five of them said “no”. Those answers were sharp and clear, and 

the third focus group participants were unanimous about the same questions. “That 

means you have the image you have from the company influences the clothes you 

buy”, is what P5 said at the first focus group and can summarize our findings. 

 

Regarding the purchasing process more specifically, and the influence of 

advertisements on it, the focus groups participants were quite reserved. When the 
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participants were asked if an advertisement could make them go and buy a product, 

some admitted that yes, it was possible, but not common at all. There were also other 

answers, mostly claiming that advertisements are not that important or influential, but 

some other aspects were more important than the promotion. “For me, if it is a brand 

I like, I don‟t care”, said P3 from the second focus group showing that past 

experiences and brand loyalty could be more important. “I think if you want to buy 

something really expensive then you are checking and compare different companies 

but if they are regular clothes I don‟t know”, was P7‟s response giving more 

importance on the economical aspect. Although confirming what was said before 

about controversial promotion, P7 said that he would not buy a product that is shown 

in such advertisement, if its message is offensive.  

 

Another interesting thing is that the focus groups showed that advertisements can also 

have an impact, even after the purchase. When participants were asked what would 

happen if they saw an American Apparel advertisement after they bought one of their 

products some replied: “I would wear it only at home” (P3 from the second focus 

group), or “I wouldn‟t like it, really!” (P4 from the same focus group), showing that 

individuals were affected negatively by what they saw. Additionally, even when their 

stance was not so negative, P2 from the second focus group said: “I wouldn‟t feel bad 

about myself”, but they would not buy again from the same brand, as the same 

participant admitted. It was also the case for some participants that had bought from 

this brand without having seen any of their promotion campaigns. 
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6. Data Analysis 

 

   

Among the three advertising campaigns presented during this study, only two over 

three are directly promoting clothes: Sisley and American Apparel, each of them have 

its own way of displaying their products. On the other side, Benetton chose to 

promote a “unique” message, instead of showing any product. This strategy is not 

new, coming from Benetton, and immediately caught the attention of the focus groups 

participants. 

 

The elements labeling Benetton‟s advertising campaign as “controversial” are the use 

of political and religious figures, usually opposite ones, shown as they are kissing. 

This is one of the major sources of concern that showed up during the focus groups, 

knowing also that almost all of the figures featured are men kissing each other (the 

only exception being Angela Merkel). The message delivered can be seen as unique, 

or outstanding, allowing it to stay in the consumers‟ memory in an easier way. Also, 

maintaining ambiguity towards the different potential explanations or intentions of the 

advertiser is essential to add up to the anticipated provocation, as the target group and 

receivers need to process and analyze the whole concept.  

 

During the focus groups, a lot of participants were confused. First, they sometimes did 

not even get what type of company could be behind this kind of advertisement. Some 

participants did not know Benetton and could not figure out that the pictures were 

promoting a clothing brand. The participants were bothered by the absence of clothes/ 

products from the brand on the pictures and they were also confused to find famous 

political and religious figures kissing instead. They mostly focused on this issue, 

discussing their own opinion and comparing with some cultural or religious elements 

from their own background. Benetton‟s “UNHATE”, challenges the society‟s 
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acceptance towards homosexuality, and the question of peaceful relations between 

long-term enemies.  

 

This is why consumers pay attention to these pictures; because there is one central 

message that can be interpreted in several different ways, with no clear directions 

given. As mentioned in the theoretical part, the perceptual process is not the same for 

everyone. Even though they are attracted by the same stimuli, through these pictures, 

in this case, each one of them pays attention to different things and interprets it in a 

totally different way. As shown in the empirical findings, some of the participants 

accepted these pictures and some of them considered a little more about them than the 

others, trying to find the real reasons why Benetton released such pictures. People, 

then, have to process and analyse the message carried.  

 

We noted a lot of various and different reactions during the focus groups. Some 

participants were shocked and expressed the fact that they were bothered by those 

pictures; others said they thought it was a smart and good idea, and were supportive 

towards the campaign. Even if the opinions differed, the participants agreed on one 

thing: the advertisement‟s message, setting, pictures, etc. are strong, but not 

aggressive. The majority agreed on the fact that promoting this kind of message 

“UNHATE” was rather positive and encouraged them to support the campaign and 

share it with other people. Controversial advertisements are designed to be provoking. 

No matter how people react, they will think about it, about its message, about its 

meaning. This type of advertisement is meant to push people to reflect on the 

society‟s morals and ethics, by using strong subjects that people are familiar with, 

thus allowing an easier recall of the brand‟s name or the products featured. In our 

example, no products are displayed in the campaign‟s pictures, but the logo and 

brand‟s name are still visible, barely being the only text one can see on the pictures.  
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This advertising campaign calls to mind and its outstanding choice of images allow a 

strong and powerful recall in the consumers‟ memories. What came out of the 

examination of this campaign is that an advertisement can be seen as a form of art too. 

Most of the participants were not bothered of what they were facing but they were 

elaborating each of the pictures and trying to approach them artistically. The fact that 

they managed to focus on the display of two enemies together and so close made them 

accept it as a kind of art but not an advertisement. The participants looked at the 

pictures and elaborated them like they were some paintings and not a kind of 

promotion of a product or company. The participants accepted them just as the 

promotion of an idea for the society, regarding peace and hate existing in the world.    

 

Sisley‟s advertisement named “Fashion Junkie” aroused less interest from the 

participants. They needed a bit more time to realize what was going on with this 

picture, because of its dark background and settings. The focus groups participants 

spotted the parallel made between the white shirt displayed and coke, and the two 

girls pictured as “high” as if they were using drugs. A lot of details on the picture lead 

the recipients to think about it. The participants understood that this was the 

controversial element of the advertisement: the use of drugs. Nowadays, in our 

society, drugs are still considered as a taboo subject, and the use of such products is 

still illegal in many countries, and the lifestyle is not socially accepted. The 

participants were thus feeling kind of uneasy in front of this picture. Some were 

bothered because they deemed it was almost dangerous to promote that kind of image. 

They considered that this advertisement is not suitable for young people especially 

young girls because it can be understood as a promotion of drugs‟ consumption in a 

casual way, leading to the thought that “drugs are cool” while it is a harmful and 

product. Also, some participants expressed the fact that they did not like the message 

as they interpreted it by making fun of the “addicted” women featured in the picture, 

making fun of the use of drugs, and making fun of junkies.  
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As seen previously, the message perceived by consumers from the advertising is 

influenced by their five senses, but also their personal biases and experiences. Each 

person is unique and will, therefore, perceive and interpret the same stimuli in 

different ways. We know that marketers definitely play with the consumers‟ sight in 

the advertising domain. This is absolutely the case here with this picture as the t-shirt 

is not so obvious from the beginning and the fine line between fashion and drugs is 

blurred on purpose. And the fact that people have to pay more attention to the picture 

to get and understand that “no, this is not cocaine, but a white dress” is what the 

company seeks through this advertisement. Consumers stop and have a closer, more 

attentive look. Actually, this advertisement does make people stop and look closer. 

This can be explained by the fact that the subject used is a strong one challenging the 

society on its morals and ethics: drugs. It is indeed a society‟s subject, considered as a 

public health problem in many countries. As stated previously the initial purpose of 

controversial advertising is to “shock, scandalize, surprise or offend an audience”. 

And this is exactly what has been done. 

 

By expressing their opinion, the participants agreed at the end of the discussions that 

most of them were not supportive towards this advertisement, nor the brand. For 

them, the “drugs subject” is not something one can mess up with and their reactions 

were really strong. Actually, even though the overall feeling was negative, no 

participant showed any sign of resentment or any strong reaction against the brand 

Sisley. It appeared that the participants had no clear intentions in terms of consumers‟ 

behaviour; no one stated that they would start, continue or stop buying Sisley‟s 

products. In comparison with the other two campaigns, from Benetton and American 

Apparel, Sisley‟s “Fashion Junkie” was the one which drew the less powerful 

reactions. Actually, the participants discussed the use of drugs, but they were not 

more implicated. It shows that even if the advertising follows the codes to be 

considered as controversial, it might not bring as many reactions as expected. Drugs 

were a subject that the society would pay attention to, but it appeared that the issue 

was rather simple and that the consumers were not really moved, nor affected by this 

advertising. So here, in the case of Sisley, the recipients had a negative feeling about 
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the advertisement, that could possibly hold them back if they were about to think 

purchasing clothes. 

 

The last campaign used for this study is the American Apparel one. The whole 

American Apparel‟s advertisement campaigns are subject to controversy. They were 

amongst the first companies to use such a style of photographing, a bit like “on the 

run”, with the will of showing a kind of natural-looking pictures. However, those 

pictures often feature almost naked women, usually only wearing the sole piece of 

cloth that aims to be promoted on the picture. 

 

During the three focus groups conducted, we can refer to American Apparel as the 

campaign bringing up the strongest reactions. Although the reactions were the 

strongest, they were also diversified among the participants as some of them were 

offended and some others were laughing. Putting this fact aside, the majority of the 

participants expressed that in their opinion the American Apparel advertisements were 

the worse by far. They were especially bothered by the overly-sexualized aspect of the 

models, the submissive positions they were showed in, the overuse of nudity.  

 

Here again, we come back to the basis of controversial advertising: all the images, 

words, and situations referring to delicate or taboo subjects, trying to challenge the 

public opinion.  The initial purpose of controversial advertising is to “shock, 

scandalize, surprise or offend an audience” (Huhmann et al., 2008). In the case of 

American Apparel, the pictures indeed do shock, scandalize, surprise and offend the 

audience, here the focus group participants. The opinion one forges about one specific 

topic depends mainly on consumers‟ perception. As we stated earlier, the perceptual 

process relies on the human‟s five senses: sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch. Our 

senses help us getting the message carried by a stimulus; then, we interpret this 

message with our own liking, influenced by our previous experiences and background 

(Solomon et al., 2006). But here, we cannot provide an explanation to the focus 
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groups participants‟ reactions based on their cultural, geographical or religious 

influences, as we noted it was not relevant in that case. However, there was a certain 

unanimity concerning the participants‟ opinions towards the brand itself. They 

disapproved the methods used by American Apparel and have an overall very 

negative feeling towards their pictures, mostly because of the condition of the models 

and women portrayed. 

 

The subliminal messages of this advertisement are clearly related to sex. The role of 

sex in advertisements is subliminal, but in this case, things shook off limits. By 

making this kind of advertisements, the main subliminal messages are visible even 

with an unconscious eye. Advertising containing subliminal messages is really 

dangerous, as it is trying to push to purchase specific products and shape the humans‟ 

thoughts. Fortunately, the participants of our groups not only detected the main 

message but they also decoded it and elaborated more than they should. American 

Apparel, according to what Key said back in 1985, uses subliminal communications 

techniques which only have as purpose to grow the public‟s obsession with sex. 

 

The participants were really disturbed not by the concept of the pictures, but by the 

way they were captured. This fact created bad feelings about the whole campaign and 

the brand. Despite a lot of people are used to nudity nowadays, that kind of 

photographs and the style of the captures proved that the role of sex is not anymore a 

subliminal message but the most obvious that could be. But the results which came up 

through the case of American Apparel were really interesting, as the participants 

managed to identify the subliminal messages underneath the obvious nudity and 

decode them at the first glance.  Those subliminal messages imply the place of 

women and their objectification, their promotion like products and their exploitation, 

the violence they have received, the brutality, and the difference between men and 

women. 
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The way the participants detected all these messages is based on their consciousness 

about what is happening when advertising campaigns use or abuse their models and 

mostly the female ones. The level of interpretation is not the same for everyone, as all 

the consumers have not the same stimuli by their senses and they receive different 

messages. Despite the theory of interpretation, in American Apparel‟s case, all 

participants had the same opinion and thoughts about these pictures. The participants 

did not care about their public consciousness, or in other words, about what the others 

will consider their opinions and they spoke out of teeth for every of their feelings and 

beliefs. Even the female participants who were supposed to focus only on the clothes, 

they were aware of what they were watching and detected all the messages. The 

participants will remember this company for a very long time we think and still 

elaborate some of the messages as they were not only shocked, but they were also 

bothered and offended by this try of promoting trends and thoughts. Their categorical 

attitude was absolute without paying much attention to the appearance or other 

physical attributes of the product. 

  

The case of American Apparel is surely important, as it shows us that theory cannot 

be completely ultimate. There are indeed examples that the attitude of consumers 

towards a brand can lead them to a certain and clear buying choice. The most 

important factor is that the advertisement has to not cross the limits of what is 

acceptable, suitable to promote. Advertisements‟ audience is large, and as 

controversial advertisements are deliberately designed to shock or surprise people, it 

can be difficult to predict the outcomes of such promotion. It depends on each 

individual perception, background, and experiences, but also on the society‟s norms. 

Controversial advertisements are made to challenge those, but only to certain limits. 

The example of American Apparel shows that, if the message carried is too strong and 

promotes things unacceptable to the society (such as the objectification of women) in 

an exaggerated way, then the audience may massively react negatively. If they 

consider that the message carried is wrong, they will build a negative opinion about it 

and they will act accordingly. People will then not accept to be associated with this 

kind of “values” and will refuse to buy the brand‟s or company‟s products/services. 
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However, it can go the other way around. As seen with the example of Benetton, 

people considering that a controversial message which is positive, it will also have a 

positive attitude towards it. This can lead them to buy the products/services to support 

the initiative or the values promoted by the advertisement. Those examples illustrate 

how peoples‟ attitudes impact their purchasing decisions. 

 

It has also been stated that when consumers have to purchase a product, they balance 

all the possible outcomes and try to find the most suitable decision. Advertisement‟s 

main purpose is to “pre-sell” a product, by emphasizing its qualities and values, 

meaning that the advertisement is the first attempt to convince the consumer to buy 

(coming back to its definition of “selling in print”) (Solomon et al., 2014 ; Nan, Faber, 

2004). The subliminal messages contained in certain advertisements are here to push 

the recipient to fulfill a need artificially created by this message, by purchasing a 

certain type of product or using a service suggested by the advertisement (Mazzei, 

2015). It should also be mentioned that those messages are so subtle and their 

efficiency depends on each individual level of consciousness and as Verwijmeren et 

al. (2013) stated some of the decision are based on consumers‟ habits, a great number 

of researches on the subject failed and could not prove whether subliminal messages 

were actually truly impacting consumers‟ decision process or not. 

 

What appeared in our study is that, even without considering the subliminal messages 

one could find in advertisements, the sole pictures showed could be enough for the 

recipients to forge their opinion on a brand, product or service. It can be said that, in 

the case of this study, it seems that the strength of the initial advertisement‟s message 

is more important than the subliminal ones carried through. Controversial 

advertisements are designed to be powerful, draw the audience‟s attention, and leave a 

strong mark on consumers‟ minds. In other words, these advertisements were made to 

provoke the public opinion. We think that even if there are some subliminal messages 

hidden, the attitudes and opinions the consumers will forge towards the brand or the 
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company will be stronger and it will have a stronger influence on their purchasing 

behaviour and decision-making process. 
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7. Conclusion 

 

 

7.1.Conclusions 

 

 

The purpose of this research was to study the relationship between the messages 

carried through advertisement, and the decisions made by consumers. The study 

mostly focused on controversial advertisements, and how they affect consumers‟ 

attitudes. It was one of the questions raised through this study, the other one seeking 

how the consumers‟ purchasing process works, and if it could get affected by 

subliminal messages carried through advertisements. 

 

It came out that advertisements do have an important role in the decision-making 

process of consumers. Some researchers, such as Solomon et al. (2014), consider that 

nowadays, even if the consumers are mostly influenced by the in-store displays for 

their purchases, advertisements represent the first attempt to convince the consumers 

to buy. Advertisements are meant to “pre-sell” a product or service, while 

controversial advertisements will try to raise the most attention possible from their 

audience and assure a good brand recall in consumers‟ minds. The focus groups 

conducted during the research process showed that advertisements also play a big role 

in building the consumers‟ opinions and attitudes towards a brand, company, product 

or service. As advertisement is the first attempt to reach the consumer, it can also 

leave the first impression a consumer can have about a brand or company. As it is 

commonly said in the business world, the first impression is the most important one. 

The consumers‟ first impression conditions what they will think about the company, 

the brand, product or service and can affect positively or negatively his decision when 

he seeks to purchase something. Thus, during the focus groups, we had examples that 



 
 

95 
 

the attitude of consumers towards a brand can lead them to a certain and clear buying 

choice.  

 

This being said, we now consider that the possible outcomes of a controversial 

advertisement rest upon the content of the message carried through the advertisement. 

The focus groups participants labeled Benetton‟s advertisement as positive, and by 

doing so, expressed that they would be ready to buy from the brand to show their 

support. On the other side, American Apparel left the participants feeling uneasy, 

shocked, and disapproving. The advertisements shown were considered as carrying a 

negative message and in a wrong way. The participants stated that they would not buy 

clothes from a company using such methods of promotion, and were categorical about 

it. Also, they did not want to wear something that could make them related to the 

“values” carried by American Apparel, and what one can see in their advertisements. 

We can also relate these outcomes with the trust issues stated earlier by Koschate-

Fischer & Gärtner (2015): advertisements that leave the recipients uneasy or 

disapproving have a negative outcome on the sales of the brand, also because the 

consumers will not be willing to trust a company they come to disapprove. 

 

Another thing that has to be noted is that, despite the difficulty to gather data about 

the questionable efficiency of subliminal messages contained in advertisements, it 

seems that even without considering them, they had only a minor or no impact at all 

on our focus groups participants. It appeared that, as controversial advertisements are 

designed to shock their audience. The picture only seems to be enough to get the 

attention of the recipients, and seems to have a stronger direct impact on their minds, 

rather than some insidious messages. In theory, there can be a connection between 

subliminal messages carried by advertisements and the decision-making process. 

However, we think that if subliminal messages were to be anyhow efficient, then, 

when contained in controversial advertisements they would not be efficient at all 

anymore, overshadowed by the strong nature of controversial advertising. 
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To put it in a nutshell, advertisements do carry messages that recipients interpret 

differently, and help the consumers to build their own opinion and attitudes towards a 

brand, which affect their decision-making process, and thus, their final purchasing 

decision. 

 

 

7.2.Recommendations 

 

 

As controversial advertisements do have an influence on the consumers‟ decision-

making process, we think that advertisers should pay attention not to cross certain 

lines. The focus groups showed us that the messages could be considered as positive 

or negative and affect the outcomes of the consumers‟ decisions. 

 

Nowadays, our modern society enjoys more freedom than it used to have. We all are 

exposed to more messages and advertisements every day, but also we are used to 

more topics coming up in the conversations. People still have taboos, but less than 

before. However, some advertisements go too far and cannot be socially accepted, 

such as the American Apparel ones.  

 

The researchers would advise the advertisers to pay extra attention to the type of 

message they will promote. They should keep in mind the elements that will lead the 

consumers to label it as positive or negative, affecting the advertisement‟s outcomes 

and efficiency. Also, advertisers should be careful about the way they carry their 

message as it should not go too far in challenging cultural or religious matters or 

opinions, in a way that could hurt the audience as these variables are really sensitive 

aspects of a society. Long story short, advertisers are meant to try to understand the 

expectations of consumers, construct an adapted advertisement that will not cross the 
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line and the limits of the consumers‟ personality and background. It should stay 

suitable for any kind of audience, in order not to get on the wrong side of consumers. 

 

 

7.3.Limitations 

 

 

While conducting this study, we had to overcome some limitations impacting our 

work. This study has been conducted by bachelor students and this was the first time 

we had to face such a challenge. Writing a thesis requires a lot of time, knowledge, 

and hard work. We lacked experience in the field of research and we wish we could 

have understood some important elements sooner. If we were to do it again, we would 

start by looking more rigorously to the previous studies that have been conducted 

before.  

 

We would, then, choose an appropriate subject by following the recommendations of 

other researchers, seeking to fill a knowledge gap, or at least come with some results 

that could help to back-up some more important researches. We would also take more 

time to consider the different types of methods that we could use. We had a hard time 

especially with the research designs. It was the first time we had to include such a 

complete chapter about the method used in the research, and as we lacked knowledge 

in this domain, it was difficult to adapt our empirical data gathering to a specific 

method afterwards. It was a mistake we made, but now we know how the research 

process works and we will not repeat this mistake in the future. Another thing is that 

this time, we had no guidance from a supervisor to help us decide in which direction 

this study should go. We had a hard time taking some decisions trying to do our best 

for this work to stay consistent.  
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Although we conducted three focus groups, we are conscious that our study would 

have been even more reliable, if we had the opportunity to conduct more. But we 

were limited by the time, as we had deadlines to respect and conduct the study in a 

whole in a short period of time. It was also difficult to gather participants willing to 

take part in the experiment and the sample was not representative of the whole 

population, as they were in the majority students. Finally, our access to literature was 

somehow limited (some books and articles had to be purchased to be read), but we 

managed to sort it out.  

 

Those mentioned above are what we consider among the most important limitations 

we had to face while working on this study. 

 

 

7.4.Suggestions 

 

 

If this kind of research is conducted by a team of researchers in a crossing-field 

manner, it might bring up more reliable results and answers. The idea would be to 

associate knowledge and methods from marketing, sociology, neurology, and 

psychology. By this mixture of researchers of different scientific fields, it would be 

easier to understand and analyse the diversified tracks. These elements could not 

others but the subliminal messages and the consumers‟ attitudes, motivations and 

decisions. So, by carrying a research like the proposed one, we imagine that it will be 

ready to discover a connection between the distinctive components and to 

comprehend the way they interact. 

 

In other words, what we propose is that all these scientists should examine the 

consumers‟ minds carefully and some of them may be examined in a scientific 
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laboratory by measuring the different pulses and the brain reactions. Through this, it 

would be helpful to have an insight of how the human brain reacts to certain kinds of 

stimuli, such as the subliminal messages, as they are by nature processed below the 

consciousness threshold. With that kind of information, we could then seek out how 

exactly it interacts with marketing or sociology theories, allowing a complete 

overview of the process. 
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Appendix 

 

 

1. Figures 

 

 

The following images are used during the focus groups and been shown to the 

participants. The sources of these images can be found in the List of References. 

 

 

1.1.Fig.1. UNHATE FOUNDATION, 2011a. 

 

Title: Germany_France. 
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1.2.Fig.2. UNHATE FOUNDATION, 2011b. 

 

Title: China_USA. 

 

1.3.Fig.3. UNHATE FOUNDATION, 2011c. 

 

Title: Palestine_Israel. 
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1.4.Fig.4. UNHATE FOUNDATION, 2011d. 

 

Title: NorthKorea_SouthKorea. 

 

1.5.Fig.5. UNHATE FOUNDATION, 2011e. 

 

Title: USA_Venezuela. 
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1.6.Fig.6. Daknys, P., 2014.  

   

Title: UNHATE. 
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1.7.Fig.7. Dewulf, B., 2012. 

 

Title: SISLEY Fashion Junkie, 2007. 

 

1.8.Fig.8. Amarca, N., 2015a. 

 

Title: Meet Sophie, 2004. 
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1.9.Fig.9. Amarca, N., 2015b. 

 

Title: Safe to say she loves her socks, 2005. 

 

1.10. Fig.10. Amarca, N., 2015c. 

 

Title: Playtime, 2005. 
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1.11. Fig.11. Amarca, N., 2015d. 

 

Title: Micro Mesh, 2006. 

 

1.12. Fig.12. Amarca, N., 2015e. 

 

Title: Pantytime, 2006. 



 
 

119 
 

1.13. Fig.13. Amarca, N., 2015f. 

 

Title: Tights, 2007. 

 

1.14. Fig.14. Amarca, N., 2015g. 

 

Title: Now Open, 2012. 
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1.15. Fig.15. Amarca, N., 2015h. 

 

Title: Summer basics, 2013.  

 

1.16. Fig.16. Amarca, N., 2015i. 

 

Title: Bodysuits and Thigh-Highs, 2013. 



 
 

121 
 

1.17. Fig.17. Amarca, N., 2015j. 

 

Title: Spread Eagle, 2014. 
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2. Sample 

 

 

Gender of participants 

  

 

Participants Number of participants 

Students 24 

G
en

d
er

 

Female 15 

Male 9 
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Age of participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ages Ages of participants 

20 years old 1 

21 years old 3 

22 years old 6 

23 years old 3 

24 years old 3 

25 years old 4 

26 years old 1 

27 years old 1 

28 years old 1 

29 years old 1 
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Nationality of participants 

 

 

Nationality of participants Number of participants 

Greece 4 

China 3 

Spain 2 

Sweden 4 

Turkey 1 

Italy 1 

Poland 1 

Lithuania 1 

Chile 1 

Canada 1 

USA 1 

Taiwan 2 

Iran 1 
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Religion of participants 

 

 

 

 

Religions of participants Number of participants 

C
h
ri

st
ia

n
it

y
 Catholic 9 

Orthodox 6 

Islam 2 

Zoroastrianism 1 

Atheism 4 

Buddhism 2 
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3. Transcripts of Focus Groups 

 

 

3.1.Focus Group 1 

 

 

Participants Age Country Gender 

P1 22 Greece Male 

P2 22 Spain Female 

P3 25 Spain Male 

P4 22 Greece Female 

P5 22 Sweden Male 

P6 20 China Male 

P7 21 Turkey Female 

P8 24 Greece Female 

P9 24 China Female 

P10 21 Sweden Female 

 

 

P: Participants 

M: Moderator 
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M: Welcome to the first focus group for our paper. I will be the moderator and my 

name is Evangelia Zaimi, and Emeline Vongehr and Christos Filopoulos are the rest 

members of our group.  

The subject that we would like to discuss today is how advertising containing 

controversial messages impact consumers‟ perception and attitudes.  

First of all, I would like to let you know that we will record this discussion 

because later we will want to examine it further and find the empirical results, so I 

would beg you not to talk altogether in order to be a normal debate and easy for what 

we have to do afterwards. 

The focus group, for those who do not know what it is, is like a group interview or a 

debate about a subject, you know now our subject, and I would also please you for 

one more thing. I want you to feel comfortable and not thinking that you should not 

say your opinion. We are all here to come up to a result so I would like you to be 

honest and not afraid to talk and argue for your attitude.  

Well, before we begin, I want you to write down on the papers we gave you 

your names, ages, and countries in order to get known each other and have an idea of 

your cultural backgrounds. Everything you say will remain anonymous. We want that 

only to know the ages and the backgrounds of our sample of people and you to get 

known to each other.  

So, let‟s start! 

I will show you six pictures (the pictures from Benetton‟s UNHATE) and you 

can take one minute per photo and then you can start to discuss what you have just 

seen. 

P1: It is trying to promote the idea of peace and love but in a kind of strange way, I 

believe.  

P2: I want to say that they are all men.  

P1: Not all of them! 
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M: Not all of them! 

P3: There is Merkel! 

P4: Oh, yes!!! 

P3: But she is Merkel… ok… you can say that!!! 

[Laughing] 

P2: But most of them, they are men. 

P1: Mostly yeah! 

P2: And in this source, there is an underestimated presentation of women.  

P5: But you know that‟s not the end of the world. There are more men because they 

are mostly in these positions. 

P2: Well I think, it helps them to show more gay couples and make it even more 

controversial. 

P5: True!  

P3: They could be wanted… 

P2: I think…  

P1: There are no women kissing each other. 

P5: No! 

P3: Probably because women are not leaders or something.  

[Silence] 

P5: Five of the pictures are with politicians and one of the pictures is with religious 

people. 

P1: Right! 

P6: Aha!!! 
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P3: But which country has no politicians? 

P7: I thought they were politicians too. 

P5: Yes, the politicians are in some countries the religious figures.  

P2: They interfere with the politics. 

P3: But in many countries, the religious figure can be the politic also.  

P2: But it is still shocking that in half of the pictures they touch more, you see their 

hands around the other‟s neck.  

P6: Hah, yes!  

P2: It is more intimate, it is separated when in these pictures they are kissing and in 

those are hugging too. 

P5: This is on the left side, all the pictures on the left side they touch, see their hands. 

P7: Uh, yes! The second one too. 

P5: Not the second, the bottom one, the hand is on that way. 

P2: Hmm… That is very sexual, the last one with Merkel and Sarkozy.  

P5: Yeah… 

M: In this part of what you see, do you see anything that is bothering you or not? 

Because you two said about the use of political and religious figures. Does it bother 

you?  

P7: No, but which country is doing this? 

M: No, it‟s not a country. It is Benetton. United Colors of Benetton. 

P7: Uh, ok! 

P1: What bothers me is that they used a religious figure to promote their ideas and 

their kind of thinking.  
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P5: Their ideas? I think it is more like “unhate” what it is said, it is like do not blame. 

P1: Yes, but I don‟t think they asked the pope for that.  

P2: Yes, it‟s true and when you use a public figure, you usually have to ask for 

permission. 

P5: That‟s true!  

P2: I think that makes them unprotected on this kind of campaigns because they make 

a profit out of it.  

P1: Yes!  

P2: And there is a purpose for the politicians too. You learn not being paid for 

promoting a brand but then your “pretty” image is used by them. 

P1: Yeah, but they are public figures. 

P2: Yeah, they are public figures but also if I was famous I would be a public figure 

and they still would have to pay me.  

P1: Exactly! 

P8: It doesn‟t bother me, no. They are free people…they can do what they want with 

their love life. 

P1: But... 

M: Yeah, but as the others said, you don‟t know if they asked them or not and 

obviously they are not real pictures. 

P8: They didn‟t ask them but they still could be any meme on the internet. So, anyone 

would never look… 

P1: But they make a profit out of this. It‟s not just… 

P8: The United Colors of Benetton? 

P1: Yes!! 
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P8: Well, each one of them could, when they want, sue them so they can take back 

their money.  

P1: But a religious figure is sacred for some people and they use it to promote sexual 

preferences I believe. That bothers me. At least me. 

P3: I don‟t think they are promoting sexual preferences but they are promoting 

peace… 

P8: Yes! 

P3: …and unhate. So, not a sexual preference!  

P2: I agree so.  

P6: We are all in the same age. So I don‟t think we can think this thing out of the box 

because our generation is open-minded not like our elders. 

P9: Maybe they don‟t need to ask their permission because they are public figures and 

these pictures are like art. 

P1: I don‟t think this is about art.  

P9: It's a profitable commercial? 

P1: Yes, I believe so. 

M: Does it bother you that they make a profit? 

P1: No that‟s not what bothers me, what bothers me is that they use religious figures 

without asking for their permission. 

P8: Since when are you religious? 

P1: Is that the point now? They are using people to promote their ideas and views. 

They probably don‟t have the consent of the depicted people and they have used them 

in a manner that some people might find offensive. I don‟t talk about myself but for 

other people. The catholic people for example. 
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P8: Then they can sue them. 

P2: For me this campaign is to make people mad so that the people who are not 

offended by it will defend it and therefore there will be noise about it, a kind of “war”. 

P8: But that is outside of their point, they try to unite people. 

P1: No, they are trying to make money. 

P9: No, I checked it and it‟s a non-profit campaign by this organization. 

P2: But it‟s the United Colors of Benetton and they use their logo on the posters so 

they make their name known.  

P9: They might make money through it but it‟s for a non-profit purpose. 

P1: what is it for then? 

P9: It is for a culture group.  

P1: What are they doing with the money?  

P9: It‟s not for earning money they are using the money in a way that doesn‟t benefit 

them.  

P2: Maybe they re-invest in their own company, is that what they do? If they are not 

using the money to help gay organizations or political hate or anything similar, then 

the money is not used in a good way.  

P9: For me, I think they are like activists. They are fighting for human rights.  

P3: But the point is, what is this company doing with the money that they receive 

through this advertisement or the advertisement itself? Because right now I am 

looking at the advertisement and I don‟t care what they do with the money. If they 

have a profit of it or not. I just care for the advertisement itself. 

M: I want to tell you two things, firstly this campaign is made for fighting every type 

of hate in the world. In the other advertisements of the same campaign the uses anti-

racist, anti-rape and anti-violent themed pictures, I mean they have a donation where 
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u can donate money, the aspect that we want to study is how you react by watching 

this advertisement. This advertisement is not a commercial for the promotion of some 

clothes or other items they try to sell. For example, now you know that this is a 

commercial from Benetton, but if I didn‟t tell you about the logo would you notice it? 

P2: Yes. 

P3: Yes. 

P5: Yes. 

P2: But they make money through their logo because people gain knowledge of the 

brand as a brand that promotes unhate and I believe that the company is trying to 

make the consumers fight so that this campaign becomes well known and through the 

campaign, their brand is also getting famous. No company has 0 profits in mind from 

what it does. 

P1: If they really wanted to promote unhate they would not include their logo in the 

commercial. 

M: I asked you because it's not a really big logo.  

P1: But it‟s still there. 

M: It‟s still there, but the first thing you see as a consumer is the picture as a picture, 

not the logo that‟s why I asked you. 

P2: But you can still notice the logo. 

P5: Yeah it sticks out from the rest of the picture. 

P6: It‟s related to religion and politicians when I first saw the picture I didn‟t 

understand the purpose. Of putting these pictures together, people from different 

backgrounds and cultures would have reacted differently, so I couldn‟t understand 

how the picture expected us, people from the consumer classes to understand the 

meaning.  



 
 

134 
 

P5: They tried to go for figures that everyone knows like religious figures, presidents, 

and leaders of different countries, people that no matter where you are from, you will 

know at least half of these people. 

M: Can I ask you something else, now that you understood everything more or less 

from the pictures and the purpose of this campaign, here we are, people, from 

different cultural and religious backgrounds, you are catholic, Muslim and others. 

How would you react to this according to your cultural background? 

P7: For me it doesn‟t bother me, but when I think like in Turkey, it would bother a lot 

of people these pictures. They wouldn‟t like it. 

P10: I think in Sweden it wouldn‟t bother many people. But some minority of the 

people maybe yes.  

M: Do you think that the minority of people will be bothered because of their age and 

gender; do you think that the young or elder people would be mostly offended?  

P10: Maybe the older people. 

P9: I think the young Chinese people won't bother so much, then the elder ones and 

the 

Muslims and the people who have issues with gays, I believe they would be bothered. 

P1: In Greece I believe it's like 50-50, the young people would probably joke about it 

but they wouldn‟t get offended. The elder people would mostly be offended, but I 

don‟t think they would really be bothered about the gay thing. 

P5: I don‟t believe that it is necessarily a bad thing to be upset about these pictures 

because they get the attention they want. If the elder people don‟t like it they don‟t 

have to watch it. But they surely get the attention of everyone, no matter how you feel 

about it, you still think about it. 

P1: I don‟t think they would hate it. 

P8: I believe they would laugh about it.  
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P1: …like a joke.  

P8: Yes, my mom and dad would cry of laughter. 

P2: In Spain people who would be really affected are the purely catholic people. And 

they would probably ban the commercial because it shows the catholic religious 

leader. 

P1: They would remove it from the streets. 

P5: Do you think the same would happen here in Sweden? 

P1: Like removing it? 

P5: No, maybe the more devoted people to religion would be offended and upset but I 

don‟t think they would ban it. 

M: So, you think that the most controversial factor of this advertisement is the use of 

the political and religious figures or the sexual preferences?  

P1: For me it‟s the use of the figures, but it‟s the combination of both. If it was normal 

people kissing it would bother me less, but they use the pope and the politicians it‟s 

kind of strange. 

P3: For me it‟s the same if they were younger or good looking.  

[Laughing] 

P3: But politics…I mean using politics it sounds funny really, yeah. It is something 

that is more about the appearance, about the age. If they were not all of them after 

their 50s or something. It would be different I think. 

P5: I think the religious one of the picture is the one who creates the most drama. 

P1: Yeah. 

P5: I believe people will more upset about that one. The other ones are about the 

countries working together that not naturally work together, like North Korea and 

South Korea or… 
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P1: …German and France.  

P5: It doesn‟t really work out right now. 

P6: They cannot say that they like this picture anyway. I mean South and North 

Korea. 

M: Considering that this advertisement is from a clothing or fashion industry and it 

promotes clothes, do you believe that its messages and context should be suitable for 

promoting their products? 

P3: Hmm yes, they are appropriate I think. They just make an image for their 

company not about a product that they sell, not about the philosophy of this company  

P2: But I think they promote the freedom of expressing yourself by your thoughts and 

it has some connection there. 

P1: I think in the background yes, but not like right away.      

P3: The message of unhate are unclear and it is something different.  

P1: No, she means the whole company, not of the campaign. 

P3: Uh, yes. 

M: If you were walking outside of a Benetton store, after this conversation you had 

and all these pictures you saw, would you go inside and buy any product or while you 

were walking outside would you think anything good or bad about this brand? 

P1: For me it wouldn‟t affect me at all. I mean if I wanted to buy something I would 

go to buy it. The advertisements are just there to make a profit for the company.  

P6: This commercial looks bad to me. 

M: But you still wouldn‟t buy something? 

P6: I would consider buying something else from the company actually.  

M: Just for the company, the brand, not… 
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P6: No, no, no, the brand I mean for the commercial it looks interesting to me, that‟s 

why.  

P2: I would consider about buying a cloth with the logo of Benetton just to show to 

people who is against it. Just to show that I support the union or… 

P5: The “unhate”… 

P2: Yeah. I would discuss it in my environment then I would consider it.  

P1: And that‟s how they make money.  

P5: Yeah, I would definitely stop to think twice before going alone at least, but I don‟t 

know if it convinces me to buy something exactly but I would definitely think about it 

before I decide or not to buy.  

P10: Yeah I would buy for me. If I like the clothes… 

M: So, would you pay more attention to the product itself than the company as you 

don‟t care so much about the advertisement?  

P10: Uh no, I think it might be a good idea the advertisement. Yeah and I probably 

had that in mind when I was out of a store so yeah.  

P9: I think that it would take my attention but only to make me feel some purchasing 

distinction nothing to do with that.  

P4: I agree I would buy something if I wanted.  

M: So, considering all these things now, you said that some of you support the 

campaign because of its purpose and when you want something you go and buy it 

without looking/watching an advertisement or before you buy something you pay 

attention and you check some websites and magazines that promote the products and 

the brands?  Do you care mostly for the product or its promotion? Because this brand, 

if you don‟t check the website or if don‟t see it in a magazine I don‟t think that you 

could see it on the TV. 

P1: So, your question is what we do before going to buy something if we check it … 
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M: Yeah.  

P1: Yes I don‟t get influenced by commercials to buy something or not. 

P8: With this advertisement they don‟t make me want to buy something because I 

don‟t see clothes , but with this advertisement they get known to me for something 

they did so maybe when  I passed by a shop I maybe would go in and I maybe if I like 

something I will get something. It‟s only for me. 

P3: I agree. 

P5: For me when I go shopping that has nothing to do with the commercials .of course 

I can be affected by commercials. It is all we get. Everyone is like that. They show 

you what you want in the same way.    

M: Yeah but in an advertisement for sales, the same product with the cheaper price. 

P3: Ok it‟s an advertisement of a product. I would like to know that product and 

maybe I would go but ok it‟s only an advertisement and wouldn‟t affect me at all. 

P2: I think your question is about going to a website and check the brand and then if 

we are led to buy.    

M: I wanted to ask how loyal you would be. Now you know the purpose of the 

campaign but there are a lot of people outside of this room that don‟t know anything 

about it and just see it in a poster for example this advertisement . and there are loyal 

people to the company and people that they are not loyal but they are just going and 

take a t-shirt or a pair of trousers because they need it or they passed by of a shop and 

they say let‟s go inside and take what they like. 

P6: I have to say something. Before the media getting so popular in nowadays, I mean 

people wouldn‟t really consider about commercial or what the TV and the rest media 

would do. So, in nowadays people just take what they feel like It what they urgently 

need. I need pens so I will buy pens, it doesn‟t matter what kind of pens. Or what kind 

of dress they will buy or what brand to the picture. 

P1: True. 
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P6: So, I also like that there are people existing in my country that they what is each 

commercial but they go to the shop and just speak what they need such as my parents. 

If they pass by a shop and there is something attractive to them they would buy it. 

They wouldn‟t consider any commercial or advertisement. It is something like logic… 

P5: More practical… 

P6: Yeah.  

P1: I mean for me I never pay attention to the advertisements, when I need something 

I know it exists. So, I go and buy it. Yes, I mean you don‟t need an advertisement to 

know what you need. Some people just check the advertisements they check what 

they like and then they go to buy it. I don‟t work like that. I know what I need I know 

what I want in my life…  

P6: Interesting.  

P1: …and then I go to buy it.   

M: Why do you think that it shouldn‟t be represented in the advertisements? 

P2: The politicians. There are not a lot of women being politicians, at least governor 

of a country. 

P3: Yeah there are not a lot of them being leaders.  

P6: There are certain groups that are going to fail it and say that this commercial is 

offensive to them.  

P8: You said that there have already pictures that have other people like black people, 

so they could also have women. 

P2: I don‟t think they want to sexualize women because they are older. They don‟t try 

to make it sexual, they try to make it provocative.  

P1: Yeah. 
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P5: They are people that should be responsible for it doesn‟t matter because it‟s just 

women.  

P6: Or there are no black people.   

P5: No, look Obama. 

P6: Oh boy! 

[Laughing]  

P2: He has a lot of light in his face so he is like a white man.  

P5: But he is still black.  

[Laughing] 

M: If you think that we are done with this advertisement I would like to show you two 

more advertisements and discuss it a little bit, not so extensively. Now I will show 

you another advertisement we will not study it extensively but I want to see your 

reactions.  

[Showing Sisley advertisement]  

It is also a fashion company‟s campaign  

P2: That‟s not cocaine right? 

P1: No it‟s a dress. 

P6: The girls are really close-addicted to the clothes.  

P1: They are addicted to fashion.   

M: I don‟t want you to examine it extensively I just want you to compare it with the 

other advertisement I showed you and tell me if this is more disturbing than the other 

one or not. 

P1: I don‟t think this is for unhate. 
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M: No it‟s another company, another campaign. It is totally different. It is not 

Benetton. The brand is called Sisley. You can see it also in the picture.  

P2: I think this is more shocking because of the use of drugs. They are not actually so 

in drugs but in the use of drugs. 

P3: For me less shocking.  

P1: For me it‟s like a joke. It‟s like they are trying to make people laugh about it.  

P6: Yeah.  

P10: Yeah, there is not the important message. 

P1: Yes. 

P6: Hmm, they probably don‟t care. The commercial is made for people who 

understand the commercial not for the others. And it‟s a way hard but it doesn‟t 

matter for them.  

P5: I think the way they show the women, they are both really slim, they don‟t really 

look healthy and kind of shiny and obviously thinking that they are doing cocaine but 

the addiction here is for clothes and in the bottom shopping is only an addiction. They 

compare the addiction of buying clothes with cocaine which is something negative. 

Uh, I don‟t know if this is a good commercial. I guess its campaign is called fashion 

junkie. So, I get it but at the same time …uh, I don‟t know.  

M: Comparing this with the previous advertisement, the first one you saw was about 

only people kissing without any complicated background. Here do you get any hidden 

message or other things that bother you? The people of the marketing department, do 

you get any other message than the others? 

P2: I know what I am offended by. You have to be thin as you were having drugs and 

think that models look almost the same. But models have showers.  

[Laughing]  
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P9: For me I feel a lot of maybe younger, they will that the message that fashion is as 

cool as like this kind of junk so drugs are cool. When you link this kind of message 

it‟s something uncommon but I‟m not sure that people see the right thing they have to 

see.  

P6: As I said it is for people who understand this commercial through different ways.  

P5: But can‟t all commercials being good commercials, like as they are taking 

attention for their companies even if they get with a controversial way that most 

people wouldn‟t buy or something … 

M: But here as you can see they show also the product. I mean in Benetton‟s 

advertisement they had only the campaign, the people kissing each other and that‟s 

all.  

P1: No, in this advertisement their whole point is to promote their clothes that are like 

drugs to the consumers so good that they are addicted to it. That‟s all I get.  

M: So is this more shocking than the first one?  

P1: No…  

P5: Yes.  

P2: Yeah. 

P3: No. 

P6: Or maybe.  

M: Is it more controversial? 

P1: No, it‟s totally different.  

P2: It depends on your beliefs, what you consider more important, what do you fight 

for in your life. I think this is trying to get mad and attract a different kind of 

consumers. People who buy from Benetton don‟t like its commercials, and people 

who like these commercials don‟t buy from Benetton.  
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P1: Or maybe they don‟t buy from both or they buy from both.  

P5: But it is obvious that it is quite ironic commercials.  

P1: Yes. 

P5: And obviously not promoting the use of drugs. 

P1: Of course not.  

P6: Yeah. 

P7: For me the first one was more shocking, this one is cool, I like it.  

M: Ok, now I will show you the next one. I will show you some pictures of the next 

company which is American Apparel. 

[Showing 1st picture] 

P8: Oh, naked girls. 

M: They are not naked girls, they are models! 

P1: Uh, are they not girls? 

[Laughing]  

P3: Ok.  

P8: But models are naked.  

P1: Yes!!  

P1: Are all of them models? 

M: I will let you know later. 

P1: Is this Sophie? 

P2: Hah meet “Sophie”! 

P1: Yes. 
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P3: Nice to meet you.  

P1: It‟s a nice one.  

P5: Of course she is training. 

P6: Or she is striping.  

P1: She is wearing pants I think I can see pink. 

[Laughing] 

[Showing next picture] 

P1: Another girl…I guess. But she is nude.  

P3: Is she trying to advertise shorts? Because she‟s not wearing “something”.  

P5: She is wearing a shorts and shoes. 

P2: It is short shorts.  

P3: Why not? Advertisement... 

P2: She is wearing shorts and they are up here and they are very short. 

P3: I‟m not a fashion expert so… 

[Showing next picture] 

P1: A normal girl wearing … 

P8: It‟s not so shocking these pictures, I mean in all advertisements there are half 

naked and sexy girls. 

P1: Yes. 

P2: I think it is the lack of apparel and it is very touched with Photoshop and it is like 

if I‟m taking a picture I would be so warned about it and … 

P5: Yes. 
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P1: Yes. 

P2: …I have just uploaded it to it. 

P5: This looks like a normal girl.  

P8: And if you can‟t have sexy or half naked girls you put politicians. 

[Laughing] 

[Showing next picture] 

P1: So, in this one you can see that they are covering the nipples with dots.  

P6: That‟s why they try to imply something. 

P1: Yup.  

P5: Yes, they are all sexualized.  

P1: Yes. 

P5: I get it. It‟s like, they make commercials for jeans they make commercials for 

shoes and shorts. They only use that clothes in the commercials because that‟s the 

only commercial ,that‟s the only clothes that they are advertising in that commercial 

but I don‟t like it, this isn‟t the right way. 

P1: No, I believe that… 

P5: No, it‟s more normal in nowadays to do that.  

P1: Yes, there are a lot of advertisements that use nudity.  

P2: I think the previous were more shocking.  

P5: This is a common standard. All of the companies do it... 

P1: Yes.  

P5: …no matter what.  

[Showing next picture] 
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P2: She‟s wearing more clothes than the rest. She‟s not sexualized very much.  

P5: But she‟s lying on a bed.  

P2: I think they are trying to shock us but not so much. It‟s not as shocking as the 

others. 

P1: No this is the most compatible.  

P2: It‟s for all us cool.  

M: Does it bother you that some of the girls in this campaign are porn stars? Do you 

believe that is offensive? 

P1: Offensive? No!!!  

P3: They have to be there.  

[Laughing]  

P1: I mean if they are porn stars this is like not normal for them because they have 

clothes.  

[Laughing] 

P8: That‟s their reputation, not yours. What‟s your problem? 

P3: No, for us it is ok.  

P1: Do you feel offended about what I told? 

[Laughing & making jokes to each other all the time] 

P6: Not offended. I think if I showed this commercial in my country it‟s like my dad 

would read playboy. Oh boy! It is strange. 

P10: I think that one is the most shocking it like trying to tell something herself.  

P2: She‟s is like in a strip club and someone is taking a picture of a woman.  

P10: Yeah. 
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P6: Yeah. 

P2: That one has a crucifix. 

P1: Yeah. Sometimes it is part of a fashion. 

P6: I like her hair.  

P2: Yeah, but is what you are looking at? 

P6: [silence]  

P5: That was really sexualizing.  

M: I wanted to tell you that American Apparel, just to let you know, uses models from 

everywhere and also you could apply for being a model and they use people no matter 

how they look. They don‟t care if they are ugly or beautiful, fat or slim, or anything 

else, but as you saw the most of them are about the exploitation of women. But there 

are some other pictures that I would like to show you, but it‟s not necessary. In these 

pictures they show violence, exploitation of women, more nudity, a lot of porn stars 

and some people maybe would be offended by this. But as I understood you didn‟t 

feel it at all. 

P1: Not so much.  

M: Yeah not so much and you mostly made jokes. But that was your reaction. Which 

of these three campaigns do you think it was the most controversial or the strongest 

and most offensive? 

P1: The politicians. 

P8: The first. 

P3: The first one. 

P1: It is the one that would make more for a buzz. American apparel is not so about 

exploiting. I mean the ones you showed us. They are like normal commercials in 

nowadays. They don‟t look exploited. 
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P2: Maybe if they were exploited we couldn‟t see it, but I think they did a campaign 

by taking picture by picture and they don‟t have pictures of men and I think we are 

more used in nudity of women nowadays. 

P1: Yes. 

P2: It is not so shocking now. 

P5: Yeah, we didn‟t see any men in these pictures, wearing underwear or showing his 

body like this. 

M: Now that you mentioned that the male models of American apparel are dressed 

and behave normal. Only the women are shown differently, in a more controversial 

way.  

P2: I think is to raise awareness, I think. They are too simple, randomly they are there. 

So I‟m not sure if they are as a target like in the previous commercial. They don‟t 

want to show that they have to be thin. They show what a real girl looks like in any 

situation. Men are not forced to look like that. Usually, the commercials of fashion 

industry use men that look pretty normal.  

P3: It‟s true. 

P2: Usually for three or four women appearing naked there is one man. 

P5:  I think most of the fashion advertisements are made for women.  

P1: Yes. 

P5: And that‟s not really making sense.  

P1: When a man sees a commercial that has naked women and a man with tuxedo he 

would like the clothes of the man. You will be attracted be the women of course but 

you will check the clothes. If the man is also naked I don‟t think that you will go to 

buy the shorts he is wearing.  

[Laughing] 
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P1: It‟s like that I think. So, they want to show a man like well dressed to make him... 

I believe there is no face of the man.  

M: No, there are faces in American Apparel‟s advertisements. There is a picture that 

shows only a thumb of a man just grabbing the pants of the girl and show some part of 

her back side and another one is a man dressed in a t-shirt and the buttons were closed 

until his neck with normal shorts, like a normal European style and not offensive. 

P5: It talks more about how the women and men are perceived in their society. 

P1: Yes. 

P5: But, I think they just make you think more like that.  

P1: Yes. 

P5: They are forcing me to be more like this… 

P1: Hmm, hmm yeah…  

P2: Yes. 

P10: They are making the women sexual objects. 

P5: This is how this always is.   

P10: I personally wouldn‟t buy their clothes.  

P2: Yeah the perception you get after all these pictures are worse, you don‟t want to 

buy their clothes so much as you wanted, comparing it with Benetton. 

P10: Yeah. Then the Benetton commercial is the one that I want to buy their clothes 

most out of peace of this company.  

P5: That means you have the image you have from the company influences the 

clothes you buy. 

P10: Probably not, but yeah.  
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P9: If I wanted to buy clothes I would be more focused on the product, the brands that 

present their products instead of selling something else because I want to buy clothes 

and I will not go to pay the value. So, for example about a certain Chinese well-

known brand, they always have normal models and they show their outfits, I mean 

even if they are naked I‟m trying to find something that fits me. I am a bit offended 

because I don‟t want to be presented like that.  

P5: Maybe they are trying to reach a certain group of people.  

P6: Yeah.  

P5: I think they are overly sexualizing this. I believe they try to show that this is a 

kind of sexy. It could be ok if a couple saw this and say: “Oh look this looks so sexy 

and oh…”. I had something else in my mind, I forgot it now. 

P6: It‟s a weird technique commercial I am like what the $%^#@. Well, at least the 

Japanese commercials are worse.  

P5: I like the commercial with a guy and bananas are coming out of her nose. It would 

make sense if they had half naked women if they were selling underwear. 

M: It‟s normal because you sell that product. 

P5: Yes, that‟s my opinion; you need to show how it looks on you. But this is no 

really connected with the clothes; they put the focus on the sexual part more. 

P2: I think the commercial tries to show that the brand likes to sexualize things. 

M: So, because we are more based on the project of Benetton, as you said before you 

believe that this was the most shocking advertisement of all these campaigns, the 

Benetton right? 

P1: Yes. 

M: I don‟t want you to lead you somewhere, but do you think that using political and 

religious figures by this way is more offensive or disturbing than using naked women 

as we see more of the later nowadays? 
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P6: Using political people in a commercial or putting them on a picture without their 

concede is worse I think. 

M: I am asking you as consumers I mean you see the apparel advertisement and the 

Benetton... 

P1: Since the models are paid for that and they accepted being shown in that way on 

the advertisement, it is fine for me, I mean it‟s their bodies; they can do whatever they 

want. As for the religious figures and the politicians, I don‟t think they were asked 

they were put there in a manner they didn‟t choose and they are trying to make a 

profit in a more sublime way. The company I mean. They say that it's for unhate but 

the deeper meaning is money. They are a company so they want money, and they will 

use different ways to make money. So, that‟s more disturbing for me. 

M: Are you embarrassed about what you have seen about these people? 

P1: No.  

P10: No. 

P2: I believe the second picture, the one with the drugs, makes more harm to the 

society as it promotes the use of drugs. But of course, the worst, it is shocking you are 

not used to seeing that.  

M: If you could see the picture of Benetton, without telling you about the company 

and there was no logo, is there any possibility that you would believe that this is a real 

photo? 

P9: I think it‟s quite obvious that it‟s a fake one. 

P1: Yes.  

P10: Yeah. 

M: So, don‟t you have other considerations about that as consumers? 

P1: Maybe if I saw the one with the politicians on the side of the road I would get 

interested in checking it and capturing more information on what it tries to imply. 
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P2: If I would see the logo I would try to see and understand what Benetton is trying 

to fight, what is the problem between these two countries, the kind of the problem. 

P1: Why are they shown there?  What are they trying to achieve? But that‟s all. 

P9: For me it is okay and I don‟t think that a company making money is a problem; if 

they use the commercial and they reach the right customers then they make a profit 

for all of us in a way. 

M: Okay, I think we are done. It was an interesting discussion, thank you for coming. 

[In the end of the focus groups the participants wrote three words/phrases that came to 

their minds for each campaign.] 
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3.2.Focus Group 1 – Participants’ notes 

Participants 
Benetton’s 

“UNHATE” 

Sisley’s “Fashion 

Junkie” 
American Apparel 

1 

Incorrect, 

challenging, 

respect 

Drugs, thinness, 

unreachable 

standards 

Womanizer, 

sexualizing, degrading 

2 
Leaders, peace, 

funny 

Junky, addiction, 

sales 

Porn, underwear, 

women 

3 
Unity, love, one 

planet 

Addiction, 

unhealthy, models 

Overly sexual, 

degrading, misleading 

4 

Unusual, 

unexpected, 

politics 

Junkie, cocaine, 

provocative 

Sexualizing, selling, 

objects 

5 Kiss, funny, cute Fashion, thin, sexy 
Sexy, shocking, 

underdressed 

6 
Strange, political, 

gender 
Cool, girls, clothes 

Crazy, sexuality, 

annoying 

7 

Manipulation, 

hidden messages, 

wrong attitude 

Sarcastic 
Inappropriate, wrong 

messages, inhumane  

8 
Weird, homo hint, 

peacemaking 

Quite interesting, 

special commercial 

style 

Indecent, sexually 

suggestive, attractive 

for a specific consumer 

group 

9 
Shocking, unhate, 

worldwide  

Youth, fashion, 

control 

Sex, freedom, 

unfortunate 
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10 
Political, power, 

love 

Fashion, addiction, 

young 
Sex, young, ugly 

*The numbers of the participants for the table are random and not related to the 

numbers of the transcript. 
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3.3.Focus Group 2 

 

 

Participants Age Country Gender 

P1 28 Iran Female 

P2 25 Greece Male 

P3 26 Sweden Male 

P4 22 Lithuania Male 

P5 25 Sweden Female 

P6 25 Sweden Female 

P7 24 Poland Female 

P8 22 China Female 

P9 29 Chile Male 

 

 

P: Participants 

M: Moderator 

 

     

M: Welcome to the first focus group for our paper. I will be the moderator and my 

name is Evangelia Zaimi, and Emeline Vongehr and Christos Filopoulos are the rest 

members of our group.  
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The subject that we would like to discuss today is how advertising containing 

controversial messages impact consumers‟ perception and attitudes.  

First of all, I would like to let you know that we will record this discussion 

because later we will want to examine it further and find the empirical results, so I 

would beg you not to talk altogether in order to be a normal debate and easy for what 

we have to do afterwards. 

The focus group, for those who do not know what it is, is like a group interview or a 

debate about a subject, you know now our subject, and I would also please you for 

one more thing. I want you to feel comfortable and not thinking that you should not 

say your opinion. We are all here to come up to a result so I would like you to be 

honest and not afraid to talk and argue for your attitude.  

Well, before we begin, I want you to write down on the papers we gave you 

your names, ages, and countries in order to get known each other and have an idea of 

your cultural backgrounds. Everything you say will remain anonymous. We want that 

only to know the ages and the backgrounds of our sample of people and you to get 

known to each other.  

So, let‟s start! 

I will show you six pictures (the pictures from Benetton‟s UNHATE) and I 

want you to write the first three words that come to your mind for each picture and 

hide the paper. First of all, everything that is being said in this group will be recorded 

and written down, I want you to speak with turns not like all together. We can do it 

like that or if you want to speak you can raise your hand or just take the word 

yourself. I am going to show you now the pictures. The first pictures are from United 

Colors of Benetton. So as you can see there are political and religious figures and the 

main reason for this advertisement is unhate, it was to pass some meanings and some 

ideas. As you can see all these pictures together I want you to write three words down 

or the feelings you get.  

P1: Can I ask a question? 
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M: Yes.  

P1: For which company is it? 

M: United Colors of Benetton, they sell clothes…  

P1: I know… 

M: So, write down whatever comes into your mind when you see this. Are you getting 

bothered by this, are you okay with that, everything you feel. Okay? So, I want you to 

hide your words, not touch them again and now I want to ask you. Actually, I want 

you to debate about these pictures, I want you to speak with each other about what 

you feel. Does it bother you? I mean they have religious figures for example or 

political figures, is that okay with you? You can start. 

P2: One by one right?  

M: No, it is a debate, you can start if you want and the others will comment on what 

they and they can add their opinion. Who will start? 

P1: I think this picture is unrelated to Benetton because they sell clothes and I really 

said: "what is it?"…Really, I had a question mark on my mind what is it and I don't 

like it.  

M: So, you are not comfortable?  

P1: No I am not.  

M: Okay. The main reason for this advertisement is "unhate", they want to make 

people feel something, it‟s controversial and they want to attract people. So, they 

make it in their own way. 

P1: But this picture didn't act right.  

P2: So, the people you see there I don't think, they are not random. You see 

Christianity and Islam, you see Chavez and Obama you know big enemies, you see 

Obama against with China, Merkel with Sarkozy, France, and Germany, so you see 

big enemies, being together. I find the kiss useless for the purpose of the thing, they 
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could show them hugging or just you know shaking hands or talking but for me, the 

kiss is pointless I don't know. I know they did it to attract the viewers you know but it 

is for me, I don't like it. I don't like the kiss. I get the idea, but I don't like the kiss.  

M: If you have something that you don't like you can express your opinion you don't 

have to wait for your turn and if you are in favor of this you can say anything no one 

will judge you no one will say something against you. 

P3: Personally for me, I think this is a good idea. You see like the same gender, like 

opposite gender, different face, I think it shows that the brand is open-minded.  

P2: But I don‟t know what their purpose is? Where do they focus?  

M: “Unhate”.  

P2: Unhate in everything or in homosexuality for example? 

M: Anything, that‟s what they say. 

P2: Because it seems they mostly focus on homosexuality  

P4: And there is only one picture of a woman. 

P2: Yes. 

M: Does it bother you that there is only one picture of a woman? 

P2: No, it doesn't bother me but it seems they wanted to focus on homosexuality 

issue, not in the general issue. 

M: If you can see there are not actual pictures of two women kissing each other. Why 

is that, do you have any ideas? 

P5: Maybe there are not that many powerful women that people know about. I mean 

Merkel is one of the most famous ones. Who else could be? Queen Elisabeth? Maybe 

it would be hard for people to recognize them. 

P1: But there are many famous women. 
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P5: Yeah, but these are very powerful people. 

P2: They are not only famous.  

P5: No, they are very powerful, it is different, they are not Kardashians. 

[Laughing] 

P3: I think when two girls kiss people are more comfortable.  

P5: Why? 

P2: Because you are a man. 

P3: Even the women are comfortable. 

P1: No, I am not comfortable. 

P2: They create bias by this.  

P6: I am trying to find the relation between a clothing company and the images shown 

here. For example, I don't have anything against them kissing and hugging, actually, I 

was kind of laughing when I saw it and I know Benetton does this because one time 

they were having ads like this and strange images.  But what they are trying to do, 

which I understand is to create this in the group, you know debating and all these 

things and try to provoke me with this picture. So, I somehow become interested in 

the brand, but I am not seeing clothes what they are about they are just trying to kind 

of manipulate what I am feeling and that's what I think these images are about. 

M: So, as you can see there is their logo in this picture. If you saw that advertisement 

on the road what would be your reaction? Like not all of them, but some of these. You 

are walking down the street and you see this advertisement, what do you do? How do 

you feel? How do you react?  

P6: I‟ll be shocked; I would think “wow”, weird.  

M: Would you go closer to check what it is?  
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P6: I don‟t know if I would go closer, but I would take an extra look you know I think 

my eyes would just go to the image and I would probably not just look away instantly. 

I would just you know focus.  

P2: I would definitely want to know who created this advertisement. So, I think I 

would check the brand. 

M: So, you would go closer to check? 

P2: Yes, because when you see it you don‟t know that is from United Colors of 

Benetton, you have no idea if it‟s a product, an organization, who is the creator of this 

advertisement. So, I would definitely check it yes. 

M: As you can see is pretty small. 

P2: Exactly. 

M: It is like hidden there but you can still see it. What about the rest, reactions? 

P7: I have mixed feelings. I still wonder why United Colors of Benetton created this 

kind of advertisement because they produce clothes. So, I don‟t see the point. 

M: I cannot tell you the point, you should discuss it. 

P2: Should I answer? 

M: Yes. 

P2: I am studying Marketing, as well. They didn‟t want to create a high towards the 

product they want to create a high towards the brand because even now you saw this 

picture you are going to have it in your mind, but United Colors of Benetton did the 

same. So, in a part of your mind, it is going to make a connection with all these and 

you are going in. 

P7: It depends because some people they are not so comfortable with this kind of 

pictures so maybe they can say: “I don‟t want to have nothing including this brand or 

related”. So, that‟s why I don‟t see the point.  
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M: Do you think that this advertisement would affect in any way? Like if you want to 

buy some clothes would you buy from Benetton because of this advertisement or 

would you choose not to go to buy? 

P5: Wouldn‟t it be funnier if they were actually wearing clothes from Benetton?  

[Laughing] 

P5: But not, this is a political statement it doesn‟t have anything to do with the 

clothes, so there is no point with the clothes, so there is no point.  

M: But their logo is still there 

P7: Yeah, but so? 

M: I mean as you said it is nothing to do with clothes but they still have their logo. 

P7: Yes, but I mean this advertisement doesn‟t overshadow what I think of the brand. 

So, I wouldn‟t go there just because I have seen it, it is not strong enough. 

M: If someone told you “hey, let‟s go shopping at Benetton” would you say no 

because I saw that advertisement and I don‟t like it or…? 

P7: No, no, no.  

M: It wouldn‟t affect you? Does it bother you they use a religious figure? It‟s the 

Pope. 

P8: I think it will attract me at first but if it is to go I would think about it.  

P2: Can I ask you something? 

M: Yes. 

P2: Which I think is very important here. Those ads, for example, in a Christian 

country would be more proper because we are freer with these things. But didn‟t 

advertise these pictures in Muslim countries for example? 

M: I have no idea. 
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P2: Because I think is even illegal to show a Muslim kissing someone in the mouth. 

M: I don‟t think they would. 

P2: I doubt it. 

M: Okay, as consumers it would not affect you, but what about your cultural 

background? 

P6: I don‟t know if I agree that it wouldn‟t affect me because somehow it is like, I 

mean psychologically you are getting affected because this is a kind of intriguing 

something in you, which will make you remember it more powerfully than if it was 

just about normal people. If it was normal people, you maybe were thinking, maybe 

the message wouldn‟t go. Now, because it was kind of provoking to you, the mind 

kind of actually remembers that. So, every time you think of Unite Colors of Benetton 

you will have a more powerful memory of it, of the brand. So, I don‟t know if it 

would affect me like I want to go there, I want to buy, but somehow it does something 

to me. So, I would say I feel affected I can say because something happening into my 

mind if I see it.   

M: So, you are getting affected in some way?  

P2: Yes. 

M: Do you think that let‟s say these advertisements were in your countries. What do 

you think would be the reaction of the public, older or younger people? 

P8: No way. The last picture, no way, no respect, the police would come and they 

could get in trouble. But yes, they would make jokes on these leaders, but if it would 

be normal people most people would feel uncomfortable, but more and more people 

will accept this kind of situation. But I think people will get attracted to this picture 

but I think the old people they will think it is not okay. M: What about the young 

people?  
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P8: Young people think it is okay but still have not that good in their minds. Because 

homosexuality is not legit in China so still have a lot of people they hate them, they 

think they are sick so I think is half-half. 

P3: I think in Sweden we are fine. 

M: Both the younger and older people? 

P3: I guess yes. 

M: What about Lithuania?  

P4: Never…They are still kind of low in that, I think if you put it in a bus stop or 

something the next day it will be ripped or something. It is still like really close 

relation to Russia, we still haven‟t left that. 

M: Same in Poland? 

P7: Yes, I think so. I mean Poland is more and more open-minded, but still I think, 

maybe in big cities maybe it would be like okay but in small villages it will be like no 

way. 

P2: For Greece, I don‟t know. I think it would be okay. It would be okay because 

most of these figures we don‟t like them. 

[Laughing]  

P2: We would take it as something funny not…  

M: What about the inner meaning?  

P2: The inner, that‟s the problem. I think with Greece and most of the countries, I 

don‟t think that this advertisement is focusing on a general population. I think it needs 

you to elaborate more because I am sure there are millions of people who don‟t know 

most of those figures. Okay, we all know Obama, Merkel, and Sarkozy, but Chavez,  

for example, I don‟t think there a lot who know them more, you know, think more, 

not like everyone. 
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M: For Iran? 

P1: You know in Iran we have a dictatorship, it is impossible.  

M: Would you go in one of these stores if you saw the advertisement in the windows?  

P1: What you are saying? 

M: Let‟s say you are walking and you see United Colors of Benetton and outside of 

the store is this advertisement and you are in need of some clothes would you choose 

that store or go to the next store or it wouldn‟t matter? 

P1: Hmm I have to think.  

P7: It wouldn‟t matter. 

P2: For me, it doesn‟t matter. When it has to do with entering the shop, to actually 

shop something. It influences me the way that maybe I like Benetton more as a brand, 

but it won‟t influence me to shop in them. 

M: Loyal consumers would go and buy, even if they are bothered or not. For the other 

people that are not loyal, would you be influenced or not? Are you really influenced 

by it? Do you get my point? 

P2: I got it. 

P1: I didn‟t.  

M: I mean when you are loyal consumer with Benetton and you like the brand and 

you buy a lot of t-shirts, trousers, anything that they sell, you don‟t care about the 

advertisement because of the brand, because you want the logo on your t-shirt or 

anything. If you are not a loyal consumer would you be more bothered, would you say 

no I will never buy again from this company? 

P4: No. 

M: Doesn‟t it bother you…? 
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P1: For me, quality is something that and I like I just take it. I don‟t care which 

advertisement it has, it has this pictures or the other picture. But you know Benetton 

has a very small logo. Even you can see them, but for example, my nephew cares 

about Benetton all the time, she says “I like it I should have all the time Benetton”, 

something like that. But for advertisement, I really don‟t care. Even if I see this or 

something that will make me more uncomfortable if I like quality, if I like something 

I will buy it. 

M: If your nephew saw that picture would she still want to go?  

P1: Yes. 

M: Would she be bothered? 

P1: No, I think not. 

M: What if I have never mentioned Benetton, you didn‟t know that this advertisement 

was from this company, would you be able to see their logo, would you notice it? 

P7: Yes. 

P3: Yes.   

P2: If it was a big poster. Probably, I don‟t know. 

M: I mean, you are walking and you see the advertisement, would you be able to… 

P2: I would recognize it. 

P1: For sure, I would just look more and see what it is. 

M: You would look more?  

P1: Yeah of course.  

P2: Yes sure, I would look also. 
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P6: Actually, I was staring at the faces; it would be after a while that I could see the 

logo. I could see there was a logo there, but I mean it would take a while for me it 

wouldn‟t be the first for me: “Uh it is Benetton”! 

P1: But seriously is it Benetton?  

[Laughing] 

M: What do you think that it is more controversial, the use of the public figures or the 

use of the sexual preferences? 

P2: What they represent I think. Not even the figures or the…you know. 

P5: I think is the combination. If they were there standing, holding hands it wouldn‟t 

bother anyone I guess and if they were two just normal people kissing it wouldn‟t 

even bother that many people I think it has to be the two. 

M: Do you think it would be the same impact on you if the people kissing would be 

just normal people and not powerful? 

P1: No.  

P2: No.  

P1: Now, this advertisement is registered in my mind, it is not positive, it has some 

message, for me it is not positive. It is registered in my mind now and I know that this 

is what Benetton is. I don‟t feel comfortable of this advertisement. I don‟t like it. It 

has some message, for me, it is not positive.  

M: What do you feel about the company right now? 

P1: Maybe they should change their manager.  

[Laughing] 

M: Thanks to us. 

[Laughing] 
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M: I want to ask you now about your feelings about the company and why you think 

they used this advertisement? What is their aim? 

P1: They want to be just different. 

P7: Something to be remembered. 

P2: My feeling is the same as before…they are not better or worse. So, I think they 

wanted to create a hype you know because even a bad advertisement is still an 

advertisement. You talk about the company mention the name. 

P3: For me is their logo, you know United Colors of Benetton. So, they are like 

combining with another advertisement like racism, for example. So, I think they want 

to show that they are more open- minded and cool with everything and they don‟t 

really care if you are bisexual or whatever. 

M: Do you think they have a deeper aim? Like they aim to do something here? 

P3: Maybe try to fight for the gay community because it‟s growing.  

P1: Yeah, I feel the same.  

P2: You know what‟s the problem? Will you tell us in the end why they did this 

campaign?  

M: Yes. 

P2: The problem is our answers are based on what we understand.  

M: Yes, that‟s the point.  

P2: So, for example, if they did this campaign to take the gay community with them 

they achieved it, but if they did this campaign for general things about unhate, I think 

they didn‟t because everyone is focusing even now on the gay thing and we forget 

about the other things they try to send. 

M: So, you think if they wanted to pass the meaning of unhate they didn‟t. 

P2: They focus too much on the homosexual campaign. 
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P6: Yeah.  

P5: Yes.  

M: Does it bother you that these figures they are not asked to be in the picture? 

P5: You mean they are taken without permission? 

M: Yes. 

P5: I was going to ask that, is that even legal to do that?  

M: I don‟t know how they did that, I am thinking they didn‟t call the Pope and said 

thank you for participating in this advertisement.  

[Laughing]  

M: They used these people to pass their ideas I think, does that bother you? 

P1: Yes, for me yes. 

P2: No, they are public figures, they should be used.  

M: Without getting asked? 

[Laughing] 

P2: Yes, exactly. 

P5: Yes, I kind of agree with that because they are up for grabs for anyone. They 

work for it.  

M: Even though someone might consider that the Pope is probably against, not really 

against but not in favor of homosexuality. 

P2: Legally I don‟t even know if they did this advertisement, ok? I don‟t think legally 

it could stand in any country. Even if the people of the country accept it, I don‟t think 

the law will, but I don‟t know for me it is okay. 

P8: I think maybe they do not focus in the homosexual because these people they are 

not homosexual. So why you make them kiss each other? 
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M: We don‟t know. 

P2: We don‟t know…  

P8: They should show the people that are homosexual to kiss each other here. 

P2: But can I ask you something? I mean, we all come from different cultures you 

know that in some cultures you know the kiss in the mouth is friendly and not because 

of love or anything at all sexual.  

P1: For which country for example? 

P2: I don‟t know… 

[Laughing] 

P2: Even the Russians kiss… 

P4: Guys…Guys…I don‟t think Russians would kiss. 

P1: No, you are orthodox. 

P4: They are having a big problem because of this, they have a lot of … 

M: I want to tell you that Benetton made a lot of projects this is the one we chose to 

show you. The campaign of unhate was about to fight any hate in the world. They had 

projects with black people, with pictures of kids in Africa starving, this one with 

religious figures and politicians and gays and so many other projects. So now that you 

know the purpose of this campaign… 

P5: I still don‟t understand, was it for gay people or for world peace? 

M: It is not about peace, but about fighting any hate in the world, any hate according 

to buyers to raise awareness of people hating each other by showing what they do hate 

it is not so bad. That was their aim I think. They show those people kissing to make 

that even the worse enemies can love each other. That‟s what they wanted to show. 

But what is your opinion for not showing any product at all? They show only people 
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and there are no products, as you see them wearing their clothes, not clothes of 

Benetton. 

P5: It is a political statement. That‟s all it is. 

P2: A campaign. 

M: Do you think they try to make money from that? 

P5: Yeah. But I don‟t think they did. 

P6: Yes, I don‟t think they advertised it…  

M: I forgot to tell you something. They have also on their site like a foundation and 

people can donate money on this website but our job here is not to see how this 

foundation worked just the controversial advertisements. The money was for fighting 

“unhate”, but we don‟t know how they use it.  

P4: So, you think that they used the money for a luxurious party and… 

[Laughing] 

M: Do you think that from this advertisement they will make money in the future? 

Not through the commercial but because of the commercial? Because as you saw the 

logo is still there.  

P7: No. 

P2: Can I say something? 

M: Yes. 

P2: Of course, there is not a single company that does something without wanting to 

get some profit out of it. Their goal, of course, is not to stop the hate, they cannot stop 

the hate, they don‟t have the power to stop hate in the world or wars or deaths or 

killings or anything but I think they will make more money because of the campaign. 

I think they already did.  
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P9: I think they are also attacking all these leaders‟ personal integrity and all these 

people who are really religious, for example. I believe those would react really badly. 

M: To take the advertisement down?  

P9: Yes, or at least not to buy their products, consumer power, but I don‟t think is 

going be affected by this. 

M: The next company is this one [Showing Sisley‟ Fashion Junkie] and they also have 

some controversial advertisement or messages.  

P5: WOW!!!  

[Laughing] 

M: So, as you can see there are two women taking cocaine from a dress. It is not 

really cocaine it is the dress. 

P1: It‟s like they are addicted… 

M: Yes, I want you to write also three words about it. 

P5: It‟s hard…can you see the nipple????? 

[Laughing] 

P1: Where are they standing? I can‟t see. Is it only black, is it supposed to be only 

black?  

M: You mean this?  

P1: No the background.  

M: No, it is like a wall, a brick wall, but the bricks are black. So what are your 

feelings? 

P1: Sorry what it‟s here? A credit card? 

M: Yes, probably a credit card. 
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P7: I like this advertisement. Because I think is kind of funny, because it is true about 

more women that they are addicted to shopping.  

P4: Just see her eyes, the one in purple.  

[Laughing] 

P3: I like it too. 

P2: I like it also. I just think her face looks stupid the way it is. 

M: Do you think is more troublesome than the previous one? 

P2: No, for me. It is fashion, it has to provoke, you know. I agree with that again. 

P5: I think is not provoking because it is stuff that is already done before. I mean just 

look back into the 90s. It is just like a flashback. 

M: So, is not provoking because it was done before?  

P5: Yes. 

M: But if this was new?  

P5: What like the 90‟s never happened? Like this is the 90‟s I wouldn‟t be able to 

know what I would feel. I am already been exposed to it so much.  

P2: But it was not the 90‟s, it was the 80‟s, right? 

P5: Yeah, yeah.  

M: 60‟s or 70‟s or anything. So, what if this is the first time you see this, what do you 

feel, is it bad for you?  

P9: I think it‟s provocative. Bur I think it has good symbolism at all.   

P1: I think it is funny. 

P3: I think it is powerful for me at least, I don‟t know.  

[Laughing] 
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P6: I would like to say I don‟t like this at all. What messages you are sending when 

you see drug addict girls and taking drugs out of a dress that makes no sense is weird. 

It is funny because it‟s a dress and it could make fun of junkies as well because is like 

uh…but come on what you are saying with this advertisement? 

P3: I don‟t know.  

P2: I will try to say it as a consumer, not the one who did it. Okay, first of all, you see 

two very good looking and well-dressed ladies and the dress in front of them. So, they 

are addicted to it but it doesn‟t mean they are addicted to drugs, they are addicted to 

fashion, they are addicted to Sisley, to the brand. So, they chose cocaine because is 

the celebrities' drug, it‟s not like heroine the junkies do in the streets and it‟s addictive 

at the same time I think is cool. If you see behind the drug the act is cool. 

P7: The question is now to better show addictive.  

P2: Exactly. 

P6: Yeah, that could be a smoking dress. It would be weird.  

M: But that look I think negative.  

P2: Because of doing cocaine is better than smoking.  

[Laughing]  

P3: No, but I think cocaine has this party, elite, class.  

P1: Yes. 

P5: And very expensive. 

 M: Yes.  

[Laughing] 

P2: We are all going to prison after this meeting. 
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M: I want to tell you that this campaign has no purpose like the previous one about 

fighting any hate or whatever and as you mentioned they are well-dressed. There is a 

party mood and if you saw the picture again you can see one of the girls with a see 

through t-shirt the dark background. That is maybe a nightclub or a bar and I wanted 

to ask you, okay, you said that they promote this brand as addictive as the drugs but 

they show their product. Do you like it more than the previous one which has no 

products shown? 

P5: Well it put the class to produce the brand I mean it makes a more high class.  

P2: I don't think we could compare them, I think they focus on different consumer 

groups. 

M: So, the next one is American Apparel. I am going show you more pictures, this 

time, I want you to focus not on a single picture I want you to check all of them. You 

will tell me when you are ready to move on and then you will have a discussion about 

all of them. 

[Showing first picture] 

P4: Hi Sophie!  

[Laughing] 

P3: It's like lost and found. 

[Showing next picture] 

P4: Wow! 

[Showing next picture] 

[Showing next picture] 

P4: Is this real???? 

P1: Yes?? 

[Laughing]  
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P2: It‟s American man, I don‟t know, do you have it here in Sweden?  

P5: No.  

P2: I don‟t think it‟s in Europe yet. 

P6: Can I say something while you show it? 

M: Yes, of course. 

P6: I know some story behind these pictures.  

M: Really?  

P6: Yeah, it is really not cool what they have done. It's like normal pictures they have 

taken. I mean, some of them are even staff members that they took pictures with and 

were checking if it was ok or not and then they put all the pictures up. So, it wasn‟t 

fine with anybody and you can see they are very provocative. They were actually 

taking advantage of the girls most of the time.  

M: Really?  

P6: Yes. 

M: But isn‟t that illegal?  

P6: It was illegal and I think the guy…they put him out…he got fired and sued and all 

that stuff. 

M: I didn‟t know that. The only thing I know is that all of you here can be a model in 

American Apparel. There is a link on their website that you can apply even if you are 

beautiful or ugly, slim or fat, anything. And they use both women and men. But I 

didn‟t know that thing. 

P6: Yeah.  

M: But I have also to tell you that this company has a lot of debts.  

P2: It looks like a bad porn magazine. I don‟t know really. 
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P5: That looks so weird.  

[Laughing] 

P5: Look her body, look her back…everything…that‟s so weird. Who does that? Oh, 

that‟s two guys definitely. 

P2: The last one was totally different than the others. 

M: I would like you to write also three things for these ads too. 

P1: Is that random people or models? 

M: They use people like us here, everyday people, they have used porn stars, as I told 

you before you can apply and be one of their models.  

P1: Hmm…in an unprofessional picture yeah… 

P5: She is underage, she looks very young.  

P2: She looks underage.  

M: I think this one was for school. 

P5: It is for the kids‟ collection?  

[Laughing] 

M: So, how do you feel, for all of these?  

P5: I don‟t like it. 

P4: I feel overwhelming. Yes. 

P2: It looks unprofessional to me, it looks like a bad porn magazine you couldn‟t even 

open you would be afraid of the context, it is bad for me. It takes your mind to illegal 

things with underage kids and things like this. No, I didn‟t like it and I find it 

unprofessional. 

M: She seems underage, but I didn‟t check every picture. 
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P2: Even if she‟s not the feeling that creates is… 

M: Because when you see an advertisement you don‟t check the age of every model 

you just… 

P2: Of course. 

P5: I know the girl with the soccer socks or whatever with her legs up in the air, I 

think she was underage at least and it was deducted against college people. But I don‟t 

like some of the pictures. It is like the girl is about to get raped. 

P2: Exactly, yes. 

P1: And their faces look like that.  

P2: Like she is on drugs. 

P5: Yes and it is kind of disgusting. 

P1: Yeah disgusting.  

P2: The same. 

M: Does this affect you as consumers? 

P2: Yeah.   

P5: Yeah.  

P1: Yeah.  

P6: Yes.  

M: Would you not go to buy? 

P2: No. 

P7: No.  

P6: No.  

P5: No. 
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P1: No.  

P6: I think they were trying to be different, you know…advertisement…you have to 

stand out somehow in order to have an effect and people buy the clothes. So, first time 

I didn‟t see these pictures, I saw other pictures from American Apparel 

advertisements and they were so I was like “ooh this is different, I haven‟t seen that 

before”. But I have some pre-judgment. I don‟t know how to call it because I have 

actually read the stories about many of those girls, a lot of them were used like they 

are having parties with the stuff or with the people who created the brand and were 

like: “do you want to take some pictures?”, they took the pictures and then they would 

have it in the ad and “did you like what you did? Do you want to work with us like 

either in the store or for more pictures?”. So, I had that knowledge and after that, I 

don‟t like the brand. 

M: What if you actually bought something and then like when you paid and you left 

and you saw the advertisement, would you feel bad about yourself? 

P2: I wouldn‟t feel bad about myself. 

M: I mean you have just bought something from a company that shows this, would 

you feel something?  

P3: I would wear it only at home.  

P4: I wouldn‟t like it, really!  

P3: I wouldn‟t want to make a statement, I am up for this.  

M: Would you buy again? 

P2: I wouldn‟t buy again, but if I had already bought it, I would throw it away. 

M: So which one of this you think was more controversial? The one with the religious 

and political figures, the second one with the drugs or this one? 

P1: This one (third) I think.  

P5: This one.  
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P4: This one. 

M: Which one you think passes the stronger meaning? 

P2: The first one.  

P1: For me the second one.  

P5: For me the second one too. 

M: Tomorrow which one would you remember if you were to recall this meeting? 

P5: The last one. 

P2: The Last one.  

M: You said the strongest meaning comes from the first and the second but the 

strongest in what you see is the third one. 

P1: No, for me no. 

M: You don‟t care about the third one? 

P1: No, I don‟t care. 

M: But nowadays we are more used to nudity we see nude girls or girls with bikinis 

and everything when they advertise and promote cars, hamburgers, everything. 

Shouldn‟t you feel more comfortable with this one?  

P4: It is not the nudity, it is like I mean look at this. 

P9: They look unhappy. 

P5: Yes.  

P1: Yes.  

P7: Yes.  

P3: Yes. 
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P2: I think she made the best comment, she said they look like they are about to be 

raped. That‟s how it feels. 

P5: I mean look at this one she looks like she is ready to get raped. These are the 

typical faces before rape pictures.  

[Laughing]  

P5: Haven‟t you seen pictures that people take before the rape?  

P2: No. 

[Laughing] 

M: In the movies for example. 

P5: Yeah that is the style. 

[Laughing]  

M: For this campaign, I didn‟t find anything about if there is a reason or foundation or 

something, they just show a lot of exploitation of women, nudity, pornography, as you 

said but there are also pictures in which women are more used than men. Except the 

one picture with the guy who grabs his girlfriend‟s pants, they also sell clothes for 

men and the male models that are used are dressed really normally there is no abuse in 

their faces or something. What do you have to say about this? Girls are like they are 

getting raped, abused and the male models are well dressed 

P2: It looks like it is not from the same campaign. 

M: Something that I also wanted to mention to you is that the participants from the 

previous focus group mentioned that if you paid attention on what they promote, the 

female models, for example.  If I want to promote only socks, if I want to promote a t-

shirt, you‟ll see only my t-shirt. In every picture only one certain product. But are 

your feelings the same? 

P2: Yeah, I wouldn‟t change my mind.  
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P5: Is that making it better? 

P1: I think they have a problem with their style .You can see many pictures of 

underwear for women and they look normal, but their style how they show it is so 

awkward. 

M: Why do you think they pick the male models well dressed and the females like 

that? 

P2: Now that you mentioned it, I don‟t like this company. 

P1: They are like using women, like tools.  

P3: They try to make men look more like we got a class or something or we wear 

more clothes than you.  

[Laughing] 

M: One last question. When you want to buy a product, it doesn‟t matter the 

company, do you go online to check for info, do you get a leaflet, do you just go and 

buy what you need. What are your consumer habits? 

P2: It depends on the product. If it is something to wear I don‟t care. If I need 

something I go for shopping and if I like something I buy it. If it is a mobile phone, 

computer or anything I check about it more, but I don‟t look at the advertisements. 

M: Let‟s just focus on the fashion industry. 

P2: I don‟t care about fashion. 

P9: I never used the internet to buy clothes. 

M: Do you pay attention to the advertisements? 

P9: No. 

P1: I just take a look, but I go and buy directly, I don‟t buy online. 
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M: Have you ever seen an advertisement that made you really want to go and buy the 

cloth? 

P6: Yes.  

P5: Yes. 

P1: Yes.  

[Only men laughing] 

M: What about the male participants? 

P3: For me if it is a brand I like, I don‟t care.  

P7: I think if you want to buy something really expensive then you are checking and 

compare different companies but if they are regular clothes I don‟t know…they are 

not very expensive…  

M: What if it is a very expensive dress? Would you go and check the quality, similar 

dresses on different shops? 

P7: Yes, if I had to pay a lot of many for it I would like to buy something really good, 

really good quality, really good looking. 

M: But if you go and buy a dress that is promoted by a controversial advertisement do 

you still want to buy it? 

P7: It depends on how it looks like.  

M: Because of the idea that is created through this advertisement or for your deepest 

feelings? 

P7: I would not pay attention to the advertisement but if I know is controversial, I 

probably not buy it. I would not go and try it because I would think how I would like 

that dress. 

M: Ok. Do you want to add something or are you ok? 
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[...] 

M: Ok, thank you for coming! 
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3.4.Focus Group 2 – Participants’ notes 

Participants 
Benetton’s 

“UNHATE” 

Sisley’s “Fashion 

Junkie” 

American 

Apparel 

1 
Unrelated, confusing, 

boring 

Somehow innovative, 

effective, fact that 

women are addicted to 

shopping 

Unprofessional, 

useless, 

unrespectable 

2 

Homosexuality 

provoking religion and 

political leaders, 

attack on personal 

integrity, an attempt to 

normalize 

homosexuality 

Children‟ size dress?, 

provocative, bad 

symbolism 

Bad porn 

settings/models, 

rape? 

3 
Confused, kiss, 

Obama 
Cool, sexy, weird 

Why?, soft porn, 

poor quality 

4 
Love, unreal, best 

friends forever 
Sexy, attractive, wrong 

Confusing, 

provocative, 

bold/negative 

5 Fun, gay, fake 
Stupid, funny, 

confusing 

Unprofessional, 

did not like it, it 

created a bad 

feeling inside me 

towards the brand 

6 
Interesting, shock, 

look forward 
Cool, law, shock 

The style of this 

company or just 

this view, 

collection like 
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them, few male 

model 

7 

Relevant, double 

meaning (“united” 

colours of Benetton), 

funny 

Provocative, nothing 

new – I mean the 90‟s 

revisited, gets the 

message though 

Disgusting, 

unnecessarily 

provocative, does 

not promote a 

healthy image of 

anyone 

8 

Human rights, 

relationship, mixed 

feeling 

Girls addicted from 

shopping, funny, truth 

about more women 

Mixed feelings 

9 
Funny, provoking, 

weird 

Uncomfortable, not 

giving a good message, 

bad 

Wrong, not ok, 

controversial 

*The numbers of the participants for the table are random and not related to the 

numbers of the transcript. 
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3.5.Focus Group 3 

 

 

Participants Age Country Gender 

1 27 Canada/Malta Male 

2 21 USA Female 

3 23 Italy Female 

4 23 Taiwan Female 

5 23 Taiwan Female 

 

 

P: Participants 

M: Moderator 

 

 

M: Welcome to the first focus group for our paper. I will be the moderator and my 

name is Evangelia Zaimi, and Emeline Vongehr and Christos Filopoulos are the rest 

members of our group.  

The subject that we would like to discuss today is how advertising containing 

controversial messages impact consumers‟ perception and attitudes.  

First of all, I would like to let you know that we will record this discussion 

because later we will want to examine it further and find the empirical results, so I 

would beg you not to talk altogether in order to be a normal debate and easy for what 

we have to do afterwards. 

The focus group, for those who do not know what it is, is like a group interview or a 

debate about a subject, you know now our subject, and I would also please you for 

one more thing. I want you to feel comfortable and not thinking that you should not 

say your opinion. We are all here to come up to a result so I would like you to be 

honest and not afraid to talk and argue for your attitude.  
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Well, before we begin, I want you to write down on the papers we gave you 

your names, ages, and countries in order to get known each other and have an idea of 

your cultural backgrounds. Everything you say will remain anonymous. We want that 

only to know the ages and the backgrounds of our sample of people and you to get 

known to each other.  

So, let‟s start! 

I will show you six pictures (the pictures from Benetton‟s UNHATE) and I 

want you to write the first three words that come to your mind for each picture and 

hide the paper. First of all, everything that is being said in this group will be recorded 

and written down, I want you to speak with turns not like all together. We can do it 

like that or if you want to speak you can raise your hand or just take the word 

yourself. I am going to show you now the pictures. The first pictures are from United 

Colors of Benetton. So as you can see there are political and religious figures and the 

main reason for this advertisement is unhate, it was to pass some meanings and some 

ideas. As you can see all these pictures together I want you to write three words down 

or the feelings you get and then start discuss them.  

P1: I think, the first thing I think is “oh, that‟s kind of cute”, but I can understand 

some people can be offended (I‟m not), nationalism (leaders sympathising with 

“enemies”). “Unitedness” the images are kind of portraying the fact that people 

should work together. 

P2: I guess they made me a little uncomfortable because they are figures that are 

usually given a lot of respect, especially because they represent your country, your 

religion, your nation. So when they are made into a position where it seems that they 

are made fun of, or look or act “silly” so it made me uncomfortable. 

P3: Hmm, the first thing that came into my mind was… “Do they know about that?” 

Do the politicians know that they were used for those advertisements? Because, I 

don‟t know if they see it, how they feel about it, if they feel uncomfortable, then it 

also makes me uncomfortable. 
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P4: I think this is interesting. It is… They kind of feel like, they are trying to say or 

showing peace or something. I think these people are not representing themselves but 

maybe their nation or religion, like you have said. It‟s not just like they are kissing, 

it‟s much more like, the religions, the nations are connected, they are the same, and 

they don‟t hate each other. That‟s what it means to me.  

P4: I agree. 

P1: I definitely agree. I understand they were, essentially, each figure doesn‟t 

represent themselves necessarily. 

P5: I also think that it‟s a kind of representing some ideology beyond that, and also, I 

think that‟s also something challenging what we perceive as a “right” way or 

“normal” way of how people kiss… Actually, kisses are, I think here, is like 

challenging the norms and anything can happen. 

M: Is there anything in these pictures that bothers you? Is there something that 

offenses you? 

P2: No. 

P3: No. 

P1: No. 

P5: No. 

P4: No. 

P1: No personally. But I grew up very catholic; I was raised as a catholic, so I can 

understand that some may be. Actually, that kind of things should bother me, but they 

don‟t. 

P3: I‟m from a catholic family. It doesn‟t make me feel like that uncomfortable, I 

mean it‟s weird to see the figures put in that position. But, ultimately, the message is 

actually quite Christian! If you look at the ideologies, according to catholic teachers, 

you should love other people and other religions. It might be a bit uncomfortable on 



 
 

189 
 

the surface, but when you‟re actually looking into the message it‟s not that bad. It‟s 

also not being used in a sexual way, or in a way that could be kind of disrespected to 

the religions, so I wouldn‟t have a problem with it. 

P1: No I could see a lot of Christians and catholic that wouldn‟t think like this, or 

disagree. 

P2: Hmm yeah, I know a few. But I think more would deal with the fact that it‟s two 

men. 

P1: Yes, yes. But also, the idea of having a priest or a religious figure, having like any 

kind of physical contact with someone could be a big deal. 

P3: I think what‟s also interesting is the choice of words as well, because it‟s not 

“love” or something, it‟s “UNHATE”. So it‟s not connected with anything sexual or 

something. 

P1: Also, if we are to talk about how important these figures are important for the 

people, for a lot of people, nationally is about work and religions, ideologies… And 

saying that for some people, the president of the United States is a bigger deal than 

the pope… And in various other countries as well, right? They can be seen as “above 

of everyone else”, so why would we put them in a situation like that? It‟s the type of 

record I‟ve heard around. 

M: Did you notice there is only one woman on these pictures? 

P1: Yes. 

P2: Yes. 

P4: Yes. 

P5: Yes. 

P3: Yes. 

M: So what do you think of this, why? 
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P1: There are not that many worldwide known women figures, so we can‟t help it. It‟s 

not a good thing, but it‟s a fact. Like, how many countries and religions are held or 

ruled by a woman rather than a man? It‟s not even proportional.  

M: If you were outside, waiting for a bus for example, and look at this, would you 

recognize that it‟s about United Colors of Benetton? 

P1: I wouldn‟t know what it advertises, to be honest. 

P2: I wouldn‟t know either. I don‟t even know what Benetton is. 

P1: They are selling clothes. It‟s a fashion brand. 

P4: I know a bit the brand, so I think I could‟ve figured out that it was from them. 

P1: Well yeah, I think I would have a suspicion because United Colors of Benetton 

has a long history of making advertisement where you‟re like “uh I don‟t know what 

that‟s for” and you end somehow knowing the last word. 

M: What do you think is the most controversial: the use of political/religious figures, 

or the showing of sexual preferences? 

P2: It would say the use of political figures because it‟s not necessarily true that they 

are homosexual. 

P1: I think, from a Canadian perspective, it would not be offensive. It would be the 

sexual preferences, but from a Maltese perspective, the use of public figures… Well, 

people would say that it‟s pretty obvious that when you‟re exposed like this, people 

will comment about you, so that kind of things can be expected. As a public figure, I 

think I would deal with it, especially in this type of situation when it‟s not on the 

purpose of shaming me, but it‟s conveying a message. I think if I was in any of their 

positions, I think I would step back and say “okay, there‟s a message”. 

P4: I think the figures would be more embarrassed, because of the fact that two 

politicians are kissing, more than the fact that two men are kissing. It is really strong. 
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M: Does the fact that they appear on this kind of picture without having been asked, 

bothers you? 

P1: It comes out from all of their jobs, they signed for it. 

P3: I agree. 

M: Ok. Considering that this advertisement is for a clothing company, they promote 

their brand, but there are no clothes at all…What do you think about that? 

P2: I think that as a company, you should promote your brand, and focus on selling 

and promoting, rather than saying that kind of things, like “this is how you should 

think”. Even if it is good. 

P1: Well… Knowing United Colors of Benetton, controversy is an element of their 

brand. This is how they represent themselves. If you look at the 20‟ when advertising 

started to blow up, modern ads, you‟re supposed to show people your product, right? 

But that‟s not necessarily what sells, and United Colors of Benetton knows that! So, 

they make the brand controversial. 

P5: I think they are really smart to do their advertisement this way because it creates a 

kind of controversy, people discuss it and we notice this brand. It brings a lot of 

reactions. Like some other kind of advertisement. Also, when I catch an ad that is 

interesting, I would share it with my friends because I think the message behind it is 

very good, so I would spread it myself.  

P1: Smart, yes, ethical, maybe not. But I know all about the company United Colors 

of Benetton, but I can‟t picture in my head what their clothes are like. I have no idea. 

P2: Very personally, I don‟t shop clothes because there‟s a hidden message behind it.  

M: According to your backgrounds, what do you think people from your countries 

would say about these pictures? 

P5: I think they would first notice president of China, of course. Well, you know the 

political issue between China and Taiwan, right? So it‟s a kind of sensitive topic. We 

are fighting for our independence and place in the international society. So I think 



 
 

192 
 

people in Taiwan would first notice the political figure, such as the president. The 

second thing is that the older generation is not so embracing the notions of 

homosexuality, but now this year we have a new female president elected. And one of 

her policy is to legalize the process of same-sex marriage, so it‟s a hot topic going on, 

but I think people would really discuss it. 

P1: I think people in Canada would just pass by it, and say something like “Oh. 

United Colors of Benetton again”. We have their ads all over the place, so it‟s not the 

first time they‟re trying to put some obvious campaigns trying to create and push 

controversy. So, Canadian people are quite “desensitized” about that. But it comes to 

Malta; I think a lot of people would be upset about homosexuality, but concerning the 

pope… less. I think this is how it would turn out. 

P2: In the USA, the south is a lot more conservative, so it would probably offend a lot 

of people; firstly because the president is really appreciated, secondly because of 

seeing two men kissing. There would probably be a lot of talk about it, pretty bad. 

P4: As no figure from Taiwan was in the pictures, it would be ok for most of the 

people. 

P3: I think for Italian people it would be ok… I guess they could have a problem with 

the Pope (in the south, mostly). Maybe most of the people would recognize Obama, 

and Merkel in the north, but it thinks it mostly depends on the picture. 

M: Would this ad make you consider buying the clothes…? 

P1: These ads are enough to get me inside the store. Brand recognition is there. But I 

don‟t think I would buy because I don‟t even know what their clothes look like :‟) I 

would go inside but the ad wouldn‟t influence me on my purchase decision. 

P2: No incidence. I don‟t pick the clothes according to advertising. 

M: I want to tell you this campaign is made for fighting every type of hate in the 

world. In the other advertisements of the same campaign the uses anti-racist, anti-rape 

and anti-violent themed pictures, I mean they have a donation where you can donate 

money, the aspect that we want to study is how you react by watching this 
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advertisement. This advertisement is not a commercial for the promotion of some 

clothes or other items they try to sell. Now, if you think that we are done with this 

advertisement I would like to show you two more advertisements and discuss it a little 

bit. Now I will show you another advertisement we will not study it extensively but I 

want to see your reactions.  

What do you have to say about this picture? 

P2: I think it‟s rude. Drug addiction isn‟t something to play around with, or try to 

romanticize, or make into a joke. It‟s a very terrible thing. So I think it‟s quite 

offensive that they are trying to say “hey if you like wearing nice clothes then, it‟s the 

same as doing cocaine”. 

P1: I wouldn‟t say that it necessarily represents addiction, but it does. I‟ve never been 

to that kind of party or places, I‟ve never walked into sketching party, or I don‟t 

know…  

P3: I don‟t like that advertisement that much. I mean, I get their wordplay (okay, 

fashion “junkie”), but I don‟t like it. I don‟t know, it‟s a little bit…rude, as you said. 

It‟s not appropriate I think. 

P1: Out of taste. 

P3: Yeah, exactly. 

P5: I also find it kind of offensive, and I don‟t really get their idea. I don‟t get what 

they‟re trying to tell us, actually. 

P1: Yes, yes. I think it‟s kind of it, actually, I think it‟s out of place. If I wanted to buy 

their clothes, I wouldn‟t want to be a junkie for drugs or something, just buy a new 

dress… It definitely doesn‟t feel like they are giving themselves a good publicity, they 

are not showing in a good light their fashion brand. But as a tactic to get people to 

remember their brand, I guess it could work. 

M: But what if it shows how woman are addicted to clothes, with a top as cocaine, for 

example? 
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P1: Yeah, they are definitely portraying that. But I think that‟s not a very good thing 

to say about your own product. 

P5: I would also say that, in this way, it is kind of subjective towards the woman, and 

objectifies them. I wouldn‟t buy the products because of this. 

P1: Well, I wouldn‟t agree there. I don‟t think that any kind of advertisement can be 

objective. 

P5: Like stereotyping. 

P1: But I would say that in this picture, the objects are the dress as cocaine. Like, the 

women are using it. 

P5: But I noted here in my notes, “why two women”? I actually question about this. 

Actually, it‟s kind of offensive to me. Why are only women fascinated by fashion and 

clothes? 

P1: Looking at this image, I guess I didn‟t really came to that conclusion that “why is 

there no boy on this picture?”. I can understand the message could be interpreted as 

portraying a general stereotype, as “women are as addicted to fashion as people are 

addicted to cocaine”. But as an image, I wouldn‟t go and say that this is much 

objectified. Because there are objects in the image. When you talk about 

objectification, you have to look at whether or not the individuals in the image are 

using or being used, and obviously here, they are using their thing of cocaine, right? 

P2:  I was more focused on this idea of using drugs, and being a junkie is somehow 

you shouldn‟t do or aspire to. 

P1: So, coming from the drug culture, if you‟re talking about cocaine, in particular, 

cocaine is often associated with lots of money, because it‟s an expensive drug. Same 

for the dresses; if you have it, you can show it off. 

P4: I wonder why they are portraying like… Actually, there‟s a lot of ways to portray 

addiction but I don‟t think it needs to be that bad. Drugs have a dark image, and when 

you see this advertisement, I think the figure used in the advertisement represents an 
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idea or something. But even if one loves shopping, I mean, I don‟t think anyone wants 

to be portrayed like this. 

P1: If you think about it, if these two are sitting there like shooting up heroine, it 

would be a very different message, I think. It really does say something to people. 

M: In this advertisement, they show their products. What do you think about what 

they show? 

P1: Gives a feeling of Hollywood-like, expensive clothes, we‟re doing cocaine and so 

on, like stars. 

P4: I think here there‟s a pretty negative message. 

P1: But the ad isn‟t really necessarily showing the dress here… 

M: So, the next one is American Apparel. I am going show you more pictures, this 

time, I want you to focus not on a single picture I want you to check all of them. You 

will tell me when you are ready to move on and then you will have a discussion about 

all of them. Ok, what do you have to say about these advertisements?  

P1: Yeah, this is objectification. [Laughs] American Apparel… It‟s not very flattering 

photography. You feel uncomfortable when you look at these pictures. It‟s not 

showing off the clothes, but women as objects. It‟s not about the clothes, it‟s showing 

humans as objects. 

P2: Some of them are more permissive than others. And some are more relatively 

innocent. Body objectification... It‟s making women kind into romanticized things, 

that shouldn‟t be romanticized. You know, like a man being dominant over a woman, 

or showing women in a submissive position… 

P1: If you look at all these pictures, on every one you can see a woman in a 

submissive position. Not just one. 

P3: Personally, I don‟t know the brand, I‟ve never heard about it. And when I saw the 

first pictures, I was like “What ARE their products?” Because for example this picture 

(“Meet Sophie”) I have no ideas. Here, ok, it‟s obvious, it‟s the shoes. But it‟s not 
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obvious on every picture…And it‟s a kind of… disgusting way of… I don‟t know…! 

Offensive way to show the products. 

P5: If I compare the offensive “levels”, I think this is even more offensive and I 

wouldn‟t buy the products.  

P1: Yes, I agree. 

M: Do the positions of the models bother you? 

P3: Yes. 

P5: Some of them. 

P3: Yeah, not all of them, but some. 

P1: Well, there is one thing, using the human body as art, but I wouldn‟t go as far as 

saying that this is what‟s engaged here. 

P2: Yeah ok, but there‟s a difference between treating somebody as art and… this. 

Here they are nothing more than just bodies. 

P3: On some pictures I can‟t even see the product or how it looks like, I can‟t say “ok, 

that‟s beautiful” because I don‟t see that much of the products…! 

P1: I particularly dislike this brand, because of that. That certain style of photography 

has emerged because of this group. It doesn‟t look good. It feels like a step backwards 

in terms of equality. 

P2: I think the problem is not the pictures, but where it leads to. Because the guys 

who see these pictures think “oh ok that‟s ok to have a woman in that sort of 

position”. How the women should dress and that kind of things. 

P1: It seems more like they are not focusing on the product but on the woman, and the 

product just happens to be there…! 

P3: And this one “Meet Sophie”, wow, I don‟t know… It‟s a little bit… Too much! 
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P2: They do that a lot, using the image of innocence. Treated as sexual objects rather 

than humans. Also, men are mostly in dominant positions. 

P1: A lot of people will take the model of it, and that doesn‟t make any of this better. 

M:  The moderator explains what is happening behind these pictures and American 

Apparel. 

Which one of these campaigns was the most bothering? 

Everyone agreed on the American Apparel one. 

P1: About United Colors of Benetton, I still can‟t picture how they clothes look like, 

but I‟m interested. 

P2: It was a good offense, for United Colors of Benetton. There is a difference 

between challenging stereotypes, and offending people by exploiting others. 

P1: Also, using nudity as an object to sell is not the same as relying on a message 

about accepting homosexuality. 

P5: I think that now when people buy a product, they are somehow supporting the 

company. It‟s a way of challenging the norms, and the perceptions we have. For 

American Apparel, I don‟t think they are using a good way to advertise themselves. 

P2: There are only small, skinny women, with big boobs and small waist… It‟s kind 

of a “format” culture. 

P1: Knowing American Apparel and their advertising, their images do portray that. 

M: Okay! Thank you for participating. We are done with this! 
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3.6.Focus Group 3 – Participants’ Notes 

Participants 
Benetton’s 

“UNHATE” 

Sisley’s “Fashion 

Junkie” 

American 

Apparel 

1 
Cute, offensive, 

unifying 

Expensive, odd, out-of-

place 

Objectification, 

bad photography, 

uncomfortable 

2 

Love this idea, 

provoking thought, can 

be more 

“entrepreneuring”! 

Against the mainstream, 

fashion, why two 

women? (eye contact, 

why lying?) 

Women are used 

as a tool, not 

funny at all, 

would not buy 

the products 

3 
Peace, international, 

cross-border 
Dark, unclear, confused 

A bit offensive, 

sex, objectives 

4 Love, politicians, Pope Drugs, addiction, cloths 

Women, sexual 

ad, very attacking 

(aggressive, 

provocative!) 

5 

Confused, 

uncomfortable, 

humorous 

Offensive, disrespectful, 

exploiting 

Objectification, 

sexualized, 

effective 

*The numbers of the participants for the table are random and not related to the 

numbers of the transcript. 

 

 
 


