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Abstract 

'I'he article, Communicativeness of Symbolic Constructs in Magazine 
Advertisement sets out to find out whether or not symbolic constructs or 
elements used in advert copies communicate effectively to consumers and 
prospects. Motivation and survey methods were adopted to carry out 
investigation. Finding shows that the consumers and prospects are 
motivated by the constructs, which change their buying behaviour, 'two 
research questions tested to ascertain as to whether or not symbolic 
constiucts communicate effectively, proved that the symbols used in adverts 
do communicate and have strong influence on the consumer’s patronage of 
products. The article concludes that the effectiveness of any advertising is 
measured in terms of its ability to provide information that encourages trial, 
and encourages repeat buying. The article recommends symbols on the 
advert should inform, persuade, and convince the consumer or prospect to 
buy. 

Introduction 

Since the invention of the printing machine in 1640 by Gutenberg, the print as a medium has grown in 
popularity. The magazine especially has become a darling to readers in general and advertisers in particular. A 
perusal of magazines today in Nigeria and elsewhere will reveal an array of colourful attractive advertisements 
splashed across a considerable number of pages. 

Magazine advertisements crept in around July 1849. Sandage (1983:23-31) opines that prior to the 

American Civil War, the medium was largely local, but as the American society grew, so did magazine 
advertising. After the war, most of the existing magazines went into a decline, paving way for new richly 
illustrated tabloids. In Nigeria, magazine advertising had to wall for the town crier, hawking and the press 
(newspaper). The first print advertisement made its debut with the first newspaper in Nigeria- Irohin in 1859. 
Later provisional papers such as The Nigerian Daily Times (1936), The Lagos Daily News (1927) and others 
appeared on the scene. This marked the beginning of commercial advertising in Nigeria. 

However, up to 1960 when Nigeria got her independence The [Drum and Spear (published m Kenya) 
were the only African magazines in the country. The Drum and Spear was very popular among readers. They 
carried a lot of advertisements but were mostly in black and white. This situation prevailed, until the early 
1980’s which soft sell magazines like, Prime People, Vintage People, The Choice and Ikehe Super appeared 
on the scene. These magazines, however, did not get much patronage in terms of advertising. Even, the few 
advertisements displayed were poorly created. The situation soon changed when Newswatch news magazine 

came into the scene m 1984. The magazine prospered slowly and by 1986 it was carrying colourful and quality 
advertisements. Thus, the success of Newswatch unleashed an avalanche of news magazines on to the scene. 
Today the number of news magazines has burgeoned to over fifteen. 

The extensive use of magazines as a medium for advertisements has been attributed to a number of 
factors. Ozoh (1998:1) remarked that magazines allow for more leisure readership, w hich permits an almost 
total assimilation of its contents. Further, Ozoh noted that the better quality paper stock and finer reproduction 

process used in magazine advertisements allows layout artists to focus messages towards the mood and 
interest of a particular group. Together, these attributes contribute to making magazines the first choice for 
advertisers. 

One of the interesting but controversial aspects of magazine advertising is the use of symbolic 
constructs. According to Akpan (1987:10-11), symbols hold the key to human understanding. It explains the 
psychological meaning of concepts. Without sharing behavioural and verbal definition of things to a great 

extent, one would not be able to communicate and there would be no human society. Meanings are shared 
through symbols. In fact, man uses the symbols of his language as the materials to think with symbols and 
signs but not all signs are symbols. They both have denotative and 
connotative meanings of things. That is why Katz (1960:316) argued that symbols require an interpreter who 
knows something of the system by virtue of which the symbol has meaning. Consequently, a symbol can be 
used communicatively only after it had been validated. The Encyclopedia Britannica (1990:107) classifies 

symbols into illustrations words, or sentences, photographs and even colours. These symbols have gained 



popularity amongst advertisers. 
Colour Colour is a very powerful attention getting device in advertising. Agbabuage (1998:7) argues 

that colour is functionally used to attract attention to a message, quicken understanding of the message make a 
lasting impression and to compel desired action. Supporting this view, Nwanwene (2001:11-12) opines that 

colour attracts attention, produces psychological effect, develops associations, builds retention and creates and 
aesthetically pleasing atmosphere. Granted that colour has its function and psychological effects, the question 
now is; does colour play the role it should in magazine advertisement? That is, can colour help to achieve the 
main purpose of advertising which Damatob (1990:49) says, is to induce the buyer to purchase something that 
the seller has to see'? The answer is not far fetched. 

Okoli (1999:67) remarks that advertisers frequently use colour and other elements to give their 

product or organization a distinctively unique personality. 
Further, colour has a very high memory value. Colour, however, is not without problem. Doghudje 

(2001:20) warns that some colours have dual personality. Thus, what they mean to an individual will differ 
from what it means to another individuals. For instance, yellow to some people is a symbol of light, glory, 
wisdom, gold or wealth. To others it is associated with disease, cowardice, jealousy and envy. The implication 
of this on a multi-ethnic and religious society like Nigeria, is wide ranging. In effect, colour must be planned to 

achieve unity, contrast and balance in an advert copy. 

Photographs 

Curl (1979:7) captures the essence of photographs not only as a medium of communication, but also, 

the role it has and continues to play in man’s life. According to him, photographs tempt and persuade us. It 

sells us food, furniture, clothes, cars, cosmetic and candidates. In effect, it is an obvious reference to the use of 

photographs in advertising. Photographs, to Dominick (1993:108) are rooted in reality. Nothing is more 

important to mankind than the transfer of ideas from one person to another. Photographs perform this 

invaluable function in advertising. And because it is realistic, it is therefore more believable than any other 

visual element. Photographs, inspite of these advantages come with certain drawbacks. Russel and Lane 

(1990:267-278) noted that because photographs are so believable, a careless or unscrupulous photographer or 

editor or advert copywriter could misrepresent events or situations. Consequently, photos can effectively be 

employed to tell deliberate lies. This perhaps explains why there is currently a high degree of deception in 

advertisement. However, if advertising is all about persuading a prospect, or consumer, to patronize a product 

service or ideas, then, photographs can be said to be one of the most effective elements to use. Like the saying 

goes; “seeing is believing”. 

Illustrations 

Doghudje (2001:20) argues that advertisers utilize illustrations in form of photos, or drawing to 
argument and clarify a factual rather than emotional type of presentation. In effect, illustrations help to provide 
a measure of conviction beyond that furnished by words. 

Words And Sentences 

It is a truism that a picture is worth a thousand words. In advertisements, it is also said that a 

consumer’s or prospect’s attention is more often caught by a picture or illustration than words. This may be 

true but it does not tell us the full story Norris (1984:49) has noted: 
Any argument over words versus pictures as attention getting devices in 
advertising is fruitless and overlooks the correct viewpoint towards an 
advertisement. The broad concept that the advertising copy consists of 
verbal and graphic symbols works together.. In some effective 
advertisements, a dramatic or provocative photograph provides the 
“grabber” unaccompanied by a verbal headline. Consequently, a majority 
of 

advertisements rely on both words and illustrations for the primary attention 
getting device. 

Okigbo (1990:66) supports this view. he argues that a simple change in the wording of a headline or 
body of an advertising copy can increase the efficiency of an advertisement. For instance, many 

advertisements today have been sustained and effective because of the creative use of words m form of 
slogans. 

These slogans employ the unique selling propositions of the products in a clear, short and memorable 
manner. Okoli (1999:67) cites slogans such as “Guinness The Power;” “Black flung Good 0!;” “Guinness The 



Action”; has contributed to build the brand image in the minds of prospects and consumers of Guinness Stout. 
Besides this Jelkins (1994:2002) noted that words, and sentences offer proof of claims to enhance convention. 
This is done through words that describe how the product works or is made, facts and figures from test results, 
and a brief history on performance, testimonies; quotations from experts and guarantees. Here, worlds that 

take the form of sensors appeals and invitations such as “see for yourself’, or “try it for a week and feel the 
difference", arc used. 

Supporting this view, Randall (1999:108-109) argues that the body text of any adv ertisement (which 
consists of worlds and sentences) provides the only forum for the copywriter to reason, argue, convince 
frighten, amuse or appeal to the reader. 

Statement of the Problem 

Advertising copywriters employ various symbols to share meaning with consumers or prospects most 
times, these symbols arc structured by copywriters to create the desired impact and arouse the interest of the 
consumers/prospects. The symbols often use in adverts include; colour; illustration, photographs, and worlds. 
However, Ubbanu (1991:10) argues that the ordinary readers is not so much involved, not interested either, in 
any systematic analysis of advert copies. In effect, the consumer scarcely possesses the skill and time to do 
that and when he does, he may misinterpret the copy. When this is the case the advertisement can be said to be 

in effective. Supporting this view. Sybil (1990:4) remarks that for communication to be effective, the audience 
must receive and interpret the message. Therefore, the questions that readily come to mind are: 

i) To what extent do symbols used in magazine advertisements communicate effectively to the 

target consumers/prospects? 

ii) To what extent do symbolic constructs in magazine advertisements induce consumer's 

patronage of products advertised? 

Theoretical Framework 

To place our analysis in proper perspective, we shall hinge our discussion on; The Hierarchy of effects 

theory. Wilmshurst and Mackey (1999:3 18-320) explain that the Hierarchy of effects theoiy sees advertising 

as a stimulus that gives rise to a conditioned response. The major message is that for any piece of persuasive 

communication to be effective, it must carry its audience through a senes of stages. Each stage being 

dependent on the success of a previous stage. Consequently, people (i.e. consumers and prospects) must climb 

a ladder, rung by rung, as it were. Thus, the task of advertising or any promotional activity, therefore, is to 

encourage then (consumer/prospects) doing so. In effect, the copyright ought to know how words, symbols, 

illustrations and colours, can be combined to help achieve the ultimate advertising goal-directing the 

consumer to some kind of desirable action (i.e. to buy). 

Methodology And Design Of Study 

For this study the motivation and survey research methods were employed. To Mandcll 

(1974:242-243) motivation research refers to the use of psychological, sociological and anthropological 
techniques and knowledge to obtain an understanding of what induces people to react favourably or 
unfavourably to the various products and sales appeals. Consequently, the Thematic Apperception Tests 
(TAT), as a tool of motivation research was used to pinpoint accurately responses of respondents. In effect 
respondents were shown symbols such as colours, pictures and illustrations 
and were asked related questions. Further, to complement the TAT method, the survey method was used, to 

collect and analyze data generated from some interviewees. 

Population, Sampling Technique/Saniple Size 

The population for the study consisted of respondents drawn from prime prospects in the higher 
education, income, and occupational and socio-economic categories domiciled in Makurdi, Benue State, 
Nigeria. 

Makurdi was chosen first, as a State capital where a lot of marketing activities take place and 

secondly, the town has viable potential market for many manufacturers of products to compete for. 
The study area, Makurdi town was stratified into four market zones; North Bank, Wadata, 

High-Level and Wurukum. For each market zone, respondents were grouped into a stratum using variables 
such as educational status, income and occupation. Each stratum had a total of 50 respondents randomly 
selected, thus giving a grand total of 200 respondents from the four market zones selected. 



Instruments For Data Collection 

The main instrument of data collection was the questionnaire. The questionnaire was designed using 
the Thematic Apperception Tests (TAT). Thus the first part of it carried four popular magazine advertisements 
(i.e. Peak Milk, St, Moritz cigarette, storage Drum and Rooftiles). Respondents were asked question using 

likert scale such as strongly disagree, disagree undecided, agree and strongly disagree. The second part carried 
questions that simply sampled opinions and beliefs of the respondents. Interviews and observations were also 
employed to complement data from the questionnaire. The researcher, conducted oral interview sessions with 
some respondents, in the street and at some selected shopping centers and their buying patterns were observed. 

Methods Of Data Collection 

This study considered consumer and industrial advertisements. Ozoh (1998:1) describes consumer 

advertisements as advertisements of house hold items, meant for immediate consumption. In this direction, 

Peak Milk and tobacco (St. Moritz). While industrial advertisements refers to advertisement of products meant 

for production of other goods and services. Roof tiles and safety drums industrial products were used. The four 

advertisements were selected from three news magazines Newswatch, Tell and The News. 

Further, the advertisements were scanned and attached to the copies of the questionnaire. 

Respondents were asked to interpret the advertisements. 

Analysis Of Data 

A total of 150 copies of the questionnaire were returned out of the 200 administered, which 
represents a response rate of 75 per cent. However, in supplying the answers, many respondents skipped some 
questions, which they are supposed to answer. In analyzing the data, therefore we treated all unsupplied 
responses as missing case. The following findings are presented in the order of the research questions. 

Research Question 1 
To what extent do symbolic constructs communicate effectively to the target audience? First the 

respondents were asked to indicate the most attractive element in the advertisements. 

 

Eighty two or 60% ol the respondents endorsed colour as the most attractive element w hi 1c 
2(> (19%) said photography. However, 17 (13%) argued that illustration was their choice element, 
w hile 2 (1%) endorsed other elements such as logo, and seal. 1'hc endorsed elements attract 
respondents to advertisements.  

Further, the respondents were asked to interpret the attached advertisements.  

 

Sixty-nine (i.e. 50.7%) respondents gave correct interpretation for the lour advertisement -', 

Table 1: Most Attractive Element in Advertisement 

Question Response Frequency Percentage 

What attracts you to a) Colour 82 60% 

the advertisements? b) Photograph 26 19% 

 c) Illustration 17 13% 

 d) Body text 9 7% 

 e) Others 2 1% 

 Total 136 100 

 

Table 2: Interpretation of Advertisenicnts 

Question Response Frequency Percentage 
Interpret the 
attached 

a) Correct Interpretation 69 50.7% 

Advertisements in 

your own words 

b) Wrong Interpretation 35 25.7% 

 c) Unable to interpret 32 23.5% 

 Total iN= 136 100% 

 



while 35 (25.7%) gave the wrong interpretation. However, 32 respondents representing 23.5% were 
unable to interpret the advertisements.  

Research Question 2: To what extent do symbolic constructs in magazine advertisements induce 
patronage of product advertised? 

 

Table 3 indicates 71 (47%) respondents picked colour as the most inducing and appealme 

element in advertisements, illustration followed with 31 or 21%, while 39 or 36% of the respondent- 
chose photograph. However, body text and other elements and 7 (i.e. 5%) and 2 (i.e. 1%) 
respective!'. This suggests that almost 50% of the respondents agreed that symbolic construct 
cspeciallv colon; induces them to patronize a product.  

 

In response to why respondents chose a particular copy elements, 67 (44%) from fable 3 

were of the view that the elements provide reality, and 57 or 38% say the elements bring out the 
beauty of the products. 

While 13 (9%) explained that the elements help them to understand the advertisement. 
Seven (i.e. 5%) respondents were however undecided while, 6 (i.e. 4%) say the elements bring out 
the originality of the products advertised. 
Summary Of Finding 

The analysis strongly suggests that symbolic constructs colour, photographs, illustrations etc, do 
communicate. Thus the target consumers and prospects are able to interpret the advertisements with ease. 

Russel and Lane (1990:278) supporting this result remarked that magazines have the longest life than any of 
the mass media. Their long reading life and high pass along readership contributes to an unequal response to 
symbols such as colour, and photographs. As such, symbols, become not only a means to inform, and 
educate but also they mirror sometimes, flattering and wishful mirrors or the readers. 

Akpan (1987:10-11) argues further that symbols have given man control over the natural world. 
These symbols have however, made possible the greatest distortion of reality. This may be very true and 

frustrating especially for copywriters who must employ symbolic constructs for advertisements. To this end, 
Dohudje (2001:20) states that for an advertising message to be effect, it must be simple, interesting precise, 
concise and be consumer-oriented. These variables, he says, will more than anything facilitate the 
communicativeness and effectiveness of any advertisement. 

Further, the analysis show that symbols as used in advertisements have strong influence on the 
consumer’s buying behaviour. However, other variables such as price, quality of product, and post purchase 

experience play a crucial role in the patronage of products advertised. Thus symbolic constructs can be said 

Table 3: Most inducing copy element 
Question Response Frequency Percentage ! 

Which copy element in 

magazine advertisements 

induces you to patronize 

product? 

a) Colour 71 47'% 

b) Illustration 31 2 1 % : 

c) Photograph 39 26 73 l 

d) Body Text 7 5% 

e) Others 2 1% ; 

Total N= 150 100% 

 

Table 4: Reasons for Choice of Element 
Question Response Frequency Percentage 

Give reasons for your a) Provides reality 67 44% 

favourite element b) brings out beauty C
/

t 
1
 

38%) 

 c) Provides understanding 13 9%. 

 d) Undecided 7 5% 

 c) Brings out originality 6 4% 

 
Total 150 100% 

 



to play a pivotal role in the success of most advertisements. Schewe (1989: 
117) put this view in better perspective: 

Visuals (Symbolic constructs) capture the mood and create a feeling for the 
product. In addition, they create favourable impression of the product and 
aids the advertiser to clarify claims made about the product advertised. 

Conclusion And Recommendations 

Adverting is the most visible part of any marketing activity today. We are bombarded with 

advertising messages all the time. We consume vast quantities of it, some more willingly than others. In fact, 

advertising has become an in escapable part of our lives. Most advertising objectives although related to 

marketing objectives are translated in communication objectives. 

Thus, the effectiveness of any advertising therefore is measured in terms of its ability to provide 

information that; encourage trial and encourage repeat buying. This may however, be very difficult to 

achieve. Kotler and Armstrong (1980:64) explain further: 
The creative advertisement writer is controlled by a tight brief. It is 
determined by the nature of the marketing and advertising objectives. The 
whats, when, whys, and to whoms. The brief states the proposition-itself a 
single entity and requires interpretation. 

For magazines advertising, where symbolic constructs are frequently employed, the process may 

prove even more difficult. Based on the analysis, some of our findings show that symbolic constructs do 

communicate to the target consumer, but not as effectively as the marketer or advertiser would want to 

believe. The respondents rated symbols colour, photographs, and illustrations as the most communicate 

symbols. However, these same symbolic presented the most difficult problem, as most of the respondents 

were unable to interpret their meaning. The data also indicates that symbolic constructs actually contribute to 

the effectiveness of magazines advertisement. Most of the respondents acknowledged that the symbols used 

in advertisements have one time or the other influenced their buying decision. Colour, photograph, and 

illustration again played a dominant role in this direction and actually influenced them to buy products 

advertised. 

The interview sessions with some respondents revealed that variables such as product quality, 

price, packaging, and post-purchase experience contribute to consumer behaviour. The respondents 

acknowledge that although magazine adverts were appealing, they however rely on the aforementioned 

variables. This is primarily because of fear of deceptive advertisements. 

Given the above progressive scenario, and advertisement can be very beautiful, or exciting, or 

amusing, and yet fail utterly in its purpose-communicates effectively. A good advertisement is the one that 

communicates necessary messages effectively. That is, embody a clear, straight forward proposal that gives 

the message in few but elaborate words, pictures, colours and photographs, thus, 

the copywriter’s job is not just to paste photographs, colours, illustrations and other symbols on the advert 
copy. But should as we put it, inform, persuade and convince the consumer or prospect to buy. 

Advertisers should therefore ensure that symbolism communicated directly and indirectly, promotes 
the desired message and image of the product or service to the consumer or prospect. Consequently, we 
suggest that advertisers should recognize the consumer as an information seeker in terms of his drives and 

aspirations, possessing his own image of reality and deciding what is true of a product irrespective of the 
advertiser’s claim. Thus, in communicating to the consumer, it must be realized that he is also part of a social 
system. Research should therefore aim at specifying the variables and relationships that are necessary and 
sufficient to predict consumer behaviour. If this is done, advertising can be made more effective. 
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