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The first order of signification (Schroeder 2009), also known as abstraction (Alozie 2011) is 

denotation. Ad1 shows the title “BOTTLED WATER” on a blue background. In the centre 

there’s a white bear with his eyes closed, surrounded by droplets and sat in a piece of ice on the 

top of a bottle. On the left hand of the bottle it says “98% MELTED ICE CAPS”, on the right 

hand side it says “2% POLAR BEAR TEARS”. At the bottom of the ad there is the 

organisation’s logo. Ad2 shows a plastic bottle filled of dead fish covered in blood with the 

tagline “Drink Smarter” followed by an informative fact and the brand’s logo at the top left. 

Further analysis of both ads will be done next: 

The second order of signification is connotation (Schroeder 2009).  Both ads try to bring 

awareness and tackle the damaging consequences that drinking bottled water has on the 

environment and the animals in it. Ad1 tackles the problem by exposing that the ice caps, which 

are the current home of polar bears, are melting. Ad2 exposes the amount of fish that end up 

dead in the ocean as a cause of the plastic components of bottled water. 

As a third order of signification, the underlying myth is the need for sustainability; the 

environmental awareness which resonates deeply in our collective psyche (Watchman & 

Johnson 2009). It’s a manifestation of hope and balance between humans and the environment 

around them. This fundamental epiphany of a collective power, of interconnectivity with the 

environment has increased in importance in westernized countries, as the model of 

industrialization in the current economy has prompted for an un-sustained, damaging and 

materialistic era of mass consumption (Peattie & Crane 2005) creating an overwhelming 

amount of waste which is now damaging the oceans and altering ecosystems all around us.   

This mass consumption has created a clash of values between sellers of bottled water 

corporations and environmental-friendly non-for-profit organizations, whom they blame the 

first group of deliberately obscure and exploit nature and humans (Boime 2010). The Ads 

presented come from the second group of non-profits fighting for what they perceive to be an 



injustice. This adds an underlying myth of the battle between the good ones (environmental-

friendly non-profit organisations) and the bad ones (bottled-water companies), an episodic 

battle between the good versus the evil, the chaos versus the order.  

Techniques 

Both ads have in common the use of the so called “narrative strategy” (Angus 2013) exposing 

clearly the consequent results of continuing bottled water consumption as usual. They do so by 

using an emotional appeal, which is more likely to trigger feelings (Heath 2009, Love 2011) 

and prompt them to take action by tackling their affective side, rather than the cognitive (Panda 

et al. 2013). However, when unmotivated, the viewer spends only the minimum amount of 

resource to process cognitive stimuli (Heath 2009) this is also called the “Re-source mathing 

theory” and may deploy lesser attention as emotional ads require more processing than non-

emotive, which needs to be taken in consideration (Ostrander 2013). Ad1 and Ad2 choose 

emotions such as guilt, sadness, animation, shock and disgust as it’s strongly linked to the issue 

behind, its’ persuasiveness if further analysed: 

Guilt 

Both Ads use an underlying sense of “Guilt” to prompt certain behaviours and follow moral 

codes of conduct (Sooyeon 2009), and although it has been proven to be highly effective when 

the advertiser is a non-profit (Chang et al. 2012), it can also lead the viewer to spur anger, 

become irritated and offended (Coulder & Pinto 1995). Consequently this anger can be a barrier 

to change consumer’s attitudes. To lessen the chance of such barrier, Ad1 combines the 

underlying guilt with “animation” and “sadness” to trigger an emotional response. This may 

lessen the chance of viewers to feel angry/offended, but also implies it lessens the severity of 

such issue. On the other hand Ad2 combines guilt with “disgust” and “Shock”, achieving an 

immediate response from the viewers and assuring brand recall (Leshner et al. 2010). The 

reasons of their levels of persuasion will be debated further on: 

Ad1: Animation & Sadness 

On the one hand, the use of animated characters can potentially evoke similar or even better 

emotional links between the ad and the viewer than other techniques, therefore grabbing 

attention (Sundar & Kalyanaraman 2004, Heiser et al. 2008) and increasing brand recall 

(Bhutada et al. 2017).  However, it has also been found to trigger unintended negative effects 

on viewers’ mind on certain products (Chan Yun & Kiban 2005) and should only be used 

depending on the nature of the product advertised (Heiser et al. 2008). Therefore the use of 

animation and the anthropomorphic character in Ad1 is, because of the nature of the issue 



advertised, misleading the viewer to think that the issue is less serious, toning down the severity 

and therefore missing the Ads’ purpose. 

On the other hand, the use of sadness can be highly effective as it induces the “emotion 

regulation consumption” phenomenon (Kemp et al 2013), where consumers engage in 

consumption in order to alleviate, repair and balance a negative emotion felt through the ad. 

However, there’s also prove of mood transfers in between ads and viewers where sad emotions 

prompt users to associate the unpleasantness with demotivation and consequently advertising 

ineffectiveness (Lacoste-Badie 2013). Therefore, Ad1 prompts the viewer to feel sad, however 

combining guilt and sadness with animation has removed seriousness and reduced 

persuasiveness. 

Ad2: Disgust & Shock 

Ad2 have decided to combine the underlying guilt with “Disgust” and “Shock” instead: 

Shimp & Stuart (2004) explain how consumers can feel “repulsed” by the appearance of meats 

and dead animals proving that disgust can not only trigger  word-of-mouth between consumers 

but is also effective for boosting message recognition (Leshner et al. 2010), changing attitudes 

and avoidance behaviour (Morales et al. 2012). However, Pavlovian conditioning literature 

supports that there’s a “risk” and “effect” of associating the brand with such disgust, which may 

not be on the advertisers’ interest (Ostrander 2013). Therefore, because it is the advertiser’s 

interest to avoid bottled water, Ad2 shows its’ brilliant application of such risky appeal 

increasing persuasiveness and attitude changing.  

Shock in the other hand has been proven to grab viewers’ attention by surprise (Parry et al. 

2013) and stick to viewers’ memory, creating social noise and public controversy, also known 

as the ‘controversia’ method within rhetoric (Matusitz, & Forrester 2013). In addition, it 

breaches through advertising clutter by disturbing the viewer (Pavel 2014). Therefore Ad2 

includes the “Shock” factor with the “Disgust” by showing a graphic photo of dead fish and 

blood, so to emphasize the underlying guilt, and to successfully prompt consumers to avoid 

bottled water.   

Guilt is remarked in both ads not only through their appeals, but also through the colours 

they’ve selected. Colours are a brilliant way to trigger consumers’ behaviour, and have been 

proven to increase brand recall by 80% (Nair 2015). However, interpreting meaning behind 

colours is also subject to individual’s personal experience, culture, upbringing and context 

(Ciotti 2016). Which makes such generalisations a complex task. However, for some 

researchers a colour universalism across cultures is seen as a possibility (Nair 2015). Ad1 

highlights the fact ice caps are melting because of bottled water, therefore the emphasis in the 



blue as a metaphor for ice (Wolf 2015). Ad2 emphasizes in the fact animals are being killed, 

therefore the addition of red in the picture. The blue used in both ads can be seen as a metaphor 

signifying water, while white is used as a metaphor for cold (Farooq 2016). The dark red in 

Ad2 also signify urgency and alert (Wolf 2015). Furthermore, the ads also benefit of the double 

association of whites with cool and innocence, as it’s representing the innocence of the polar 

bear and the fish in this situation increasing levels of guilt felt by viewers. And although colours 

play a crucial role in increasing levels of guilt in both ads, Ad1 does not seem to prompt viewers 

to do any specific action with it, on the other hand Ad2 and its use of red does transmit a sense 

of urgency and action to the viewer, which is why it is considered more pervasive.  

Consumers’ levels of perceived control and self-efficacy can also impact how the viewer feels 

towards these ads (Sooveon 2009). Which is why high-self-efficacy ‘environmental-friendly’ 

consumers may engage more by feeling they have more control over the consequences, while 

consumers with low self-efficacy may not feel aroused by these ads at all (Faseur et al. 2015). 

Therefore, the values of the consumer play a vital role on the levels of persuasion of both 

adverts.  

Both Ads too show in a metaphorical way the presence of the ocean, however, it is represented 

through different manners. Ad1 represents the ocean through its’ abundancy of blue in the 

background, while Ad2 shows the plastic bottle and the dead fish within, as a metaphor of it. 

The use of metaphors can lead the viewer to feel cognitive/aesthetic pleasure (Mulkena et al. 

2010) and can be used to strengthen the link between the signified concept of ocean and the 

advertiser (Berger 2014). However, metaphorical associations are highly subject to individuals’ 

interpretation (Mohanty & Ratneswar 2015). Boime (2010) explains how bottled-water 

companies have successfully associated their blue bottles with elements of nature and 

wilderness since the 1980s. This suggests the use of blue for Ad1 to be associated with water-

bottles, but not with the action to stop drinking them. On the other hand, the use of dead fish in 

Ad2 does represent in a brilliant way what the ocean is, and what needs to be stopped in 

reference of bottled-water.  

FALLACIES 

Fallacies are a brilliant tool for rhetorical manipulation of an argument (Boudry et al. 2015) and 

can be found in both ads although approached in a different manner. Ad1 approaches it in an 

ironic (Buijzen & Valkenburg 2004) manner  by attacking bottled water corporations that use 

fallacies in excess, while Ad2 decides that instead of mocking others’ fallacies, they can take 

them as an advantage by using it themselves to persuade. Some fallacies are used as follows: 



Dawson & Gunningham (1994) brilliantly reflected the issues of portraying ‘green’ causes by 

companies that have no intention to be environmental-friendly. They do so by representing 

earth features in its advertising, by using irrelevant claims, partial truths, improper use of terms 

such as “recycled” or “biodegradable” without evidence or in other words, using fallacies.  Ad1 

mocks bottled water companies for doing so and calls them out by copying irrelevant proof 

surrogates such as 98% ice melted caps as referring to the countless claims that bottled-water 

ads do without evidence. And although these proof surrogates have been proven to be highly 

persuasive in the past (O’Keefe 2016), consumers’ awareness to these tricks is triggering a shift 

in consumer response (Dawson & Gunningham 1994) making viewers less influenced by these 

kinds of claims. Therefore, Ad1 takes into account how these claims are losing credibility 

around consumers, and by mocking them, it does win certain level of persuasiveness. 

The clear rivalry between bottled-water companies and pro-activists is exposed in both ads by 

downplaying. Ad1 downplays the fact bottled water companies lie, while Ad2 accuses them of 

killing animals. Downplaying the competitor does not only persuade in an implicit way, but 

also creates unfavourable negative associations for the competitor lowering their strengths 

(Rank 1992), this is done for the purpose of turning attention to them (Obeidi 2005) by means 

not to argue, but to advertise. However, turning attention to plastic bottle companies may help 

win credibility, but does not necessarily prompt any action to be taken (Coles 1996). Both Ads 

downplay with facts what bottled water companies have caused in the environment, however, 

Ad1 does not prompt any action to follow by the viewer, while Ad2 does imply an action with 

the “Drink Smarter” Innuendo. 

Innuendos are a brilliant tool to express conflicts without causing threat to social order (Bell 

1997). They are highly effective when drawing negative inferences from positive words. 

However, its’ pervasive use can trigger mixed impressions about the message (Kervyn 2012), 

and can lead to stereotype (Fiske 2007). Furthermore, highly persuasive innuendos can come 

across as extremely offensive, depending on one’s personal level of acceptance (Ellison 2000). 

Applied to Ad2, “Drink Smarter” infers viewers to think they are currently “not drinking smart 

enough” which implies not taking enough responsibility. This message is highly effective for 

viewers that perceive it as a collective, constructive criticism (Watchman & Johnson 2009). 

However other viewers may perceive the message as in “You Are Drinking in a Stupid way” 

and may be offended by it. 

To summarise, both ads want to encourage consumers to protect the oceans from plastic bottles, 

and its’ underlying myth is sustainability. And although they both tackled emotional appeals, 

Ad2 evoked a stronger message using disgust, shock and guilt, using metaphors such as its 

colour, its plastic bottle and the dead fish in it, and strengthening the message with a brilliant 



innuendo which also downplays bottled-water companies. On the other hand, Ad1 mistakenly 

combines animation with sadness, toning down the severity of the problem and therefore 

confusing the viewer. Its use of the blue colour does resemble water and the ocean, but does 

not reflect any issue within the topic. Furthermore, their ironic approach does accomplish its 

downplaying message, however it does not imply any action to be taken. Therefore, Ad2 is 

chosen to be more persuasive and to be closer to change consumers’ attitudes towards bottled-

water. In the following section Ad3 is proposed: 
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Based on the key findings of persuasion in the prior analysis, Ad3 proposes a similar denotative 

order of signification to the one in Ad2, adding the plastic bottle in the centre, the dead fish 

within and the blood. However, the amount of blood has increased, and the polar bear in Ad1 

has also been added in the bottle, as well as a dolphin. The water inside the bottle is dirtier than 

in Ad1 and Ad2, and in addition, a reusable bottle is shown on the top right-hand, surrounded 

by vivid colourful grass and fish, with the statement “get reusable bottles” 

On a second order of connotative signification, Ad3 tries to expose both consequences 

mentioned in Ad1 and Ad2, it shows the fact polar bears are in extinction by adding one in the 

bottle, and the fact marine animals are being killed, by adding the dead animals in the bottle. 

The different animals within the bottle signify diversity, implying all animals are victims of 

such issue. In addition, Ad3 also exposes the fact that plastic bottles increase pollution and dirt 

in the environment, by tinting the water within the bottle in a yellowish colour to make it look 

dirty. At last, as it is the case of Ad1 and Ad2, a reusable bottle is exposed in the corner of the 

ad, but this time, it has a focus light and is surrounded by green grass and live fish swimming 

around it, in order to contrast the water bottle below.    

Ad3 also highlights the importance of the environment, as well as in the collective power that 

can achieve change and progress by stopping consumer habits that may be damaging for the 

environment. This sense of collective power and sudden epiphany (Watchman 2015) is 

emphasized in Ad3 shaping the viewer to understand that what he/she is doing is not the moral 

‘right’ thing to do. And forcing an awakening, to see the world and the viewer’s role in it, from 

a different perspective. The way Ad3 emphasizes this is as follows: 

Emotions 

In order to achieve such results and awaken the viewer, Ad3 proposes, as well as Ad1 and Ad2, 

the use of an emotional appeal to tackle the affective side (Panda et al. 2013). Guilt is the 

underlying emotion looking to be triggered, as it’s been proven to be highly effective for non-

profit organisations (Chang et al. 2012), combined with Ad1’s use of sadness, as it triggers the 

‘emotion regulation consumption’ (Kemp et al. 2013) and Ad2’s use of Disgust, to cause 

reaction and change attitudes (Morales et al. 2012). Therefore, Ad3 has taken the best of both 

Ads and removed techniques that may have confused the viewer in the previous analysis.  

Disgust has been emphasized in Ad3 as it makes the viewer associate the feeling with the 

product, transforming it to be an offensive, and unmoral object (Shimp & Stuart 2004), this is 

a brilliant example on conditioning the stimuli in a negative way, which is in this case 

conditioning the bottle. This is exactly what Ad3 is doing by associating disgust with the 

bottled-water. 



The disgust factor is also emphasized through graphic imagery. Jonsdottir et al. (2014) found 

out that adverts containing highly graphic imagery were better at persuading that non-graphic 

imagery for social causes. In addition, this helps the Ad to breach through clutter (Pavel 2014). 

However, the excess of graphic imagery can cause the viewer to avoid the ad presented 

(Jonsdottir et al. 2014). Therefore, Ad3 chooses to be more graphic than Ad1 and Ad2, by 

adding more blood and dead animals and represent all the “murder” bottled-water companies 

do. However, this may lead the viewer to feel uncomfortable and seek avoidance, which is a 

risk Ad3 is willing to take. 

The Bottle positioned in the centre is used as a metaphor to signify the environment. Ad2’s 

dead fish has been added as well as a dolphin to signify the marine animals affected by the use 

of plastic bottles. The polar bear represents the artic which is also affected by it. The addition 

of the bear is also strategic to show the problem is pandemic (Boime 2010), and it affects all 

animals, everywhere. Ad3 can choose to represent different factors through metaphors and play 

with the viewer to add persuasiveness (Berger 2014). However, because its representation is 

only metaphorical, the viewer is the one to have the last say, and may interpret the meaning 

behind the bottle in a different way. 

The ocean has been represented differently to Ad1 and Ad2, instead of using blue colours, the 

water has been tinted yellow, to look dirty. As mentioned before, bottled water companies have 

been successfully associating their brands with clear blue bottles (Boime 2010), which is one 

of the reasons why Ad1 failed to persuade. On that train of thought, the water within Ad3’s 

bottle has been tinted to look more yellow and brown, which according to Farooq (2016) are 

colours associated with urine, faeces, vomit and rotting food. This is Ad3’s strategic effort to 

dis-associate bottled-water with blue, and to prompt viewers to start associating it negatively 

with yellow, dirty water instead. 

The green grass and live fish swimming around the reusable bottle at the top, are put there in 

contrast of the dirty, unpleasant bottle in the centre, as a metaphor of the desired environment 

and the desired goal non-profits are trying to achieve. Vivid green colours signify hope, growth, 

balance and reassurance, while orange colours are uplifting and optimistic (Wolf 2015). By 

positioning them around the reusable bottle, Ad3 prompts viewers to relate its associations with 

the visually appealing reusable bottle, and therefore avoid bottled-water.  

Bright lighting have proven to be highly effective when drawing attention to a specific product 

(Holt 2009). While dark shadowy lighting tends to give a glimpse of mystery. However, Ad1 

and Ad2 do not benefit of such technique. Ad3 does use a white light to surround the reusable 

bottle to give sense of peacefulness (Farooq 2016) and happiness (Hold 2009), and surrounds 

the ad with a dark shadow to not only emphasize on the central product, but to also give the 



impression the focus has uncovered the events underneath bottled-water companies, which may 

have been hidden in mystery. Therefore, giving the viewer the impression they have uncovered 

what bottled-water companies do, and at the same time making them feel like reusable bottles 

are the most “peaceful” and “happier” option.  

 The “Bottled Water” text remains simple as research proves that text in graphic-imagery is 

unlikely to hold viewers’ attention due to the strength of the image (Higgins et al. 2014). Whilst 

followed by an informational statement of the amount of animals killed by bottled water. This 

is done through assertive language, which proves to give a positive effect on environmental ads 

(Verlegh, Fransen & Kirmani 2015). In addition, a slight innuendo is positioned at the top right 

in “You know better”, which is used to imply that viewers are not aware enough of the situation 

if they continue to buy bottled water, and to prompt them to know/do “better”, which is a 

brilliant way to imply that society is not doing the “best” thing whilst avoiding confrontation 

and social threat (Bell 1997) and still come across as a suggestion.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you,  

Fiona Oudeman. 
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