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ADVERTISING - SAINT OR SINNER?

When I first was assigned the topic, "Advertising - Saint or Sin-
ner," I regarded It as a very satisfactory subject. I thought that
Advertising, as the Patron Saint of Business Prosperity, while perhaps
thus in the early 1930's open to suspicion of a sin of omission in re-
spect of Prosperity's loitering around the corner, could never be sus-
pected of any sins of commission, as surely such were not its sins but
those of Individual sinners who had strayed from the Federation fold.
I thought, naturally, that at a convention of the Federation I should
be talking to the very hierarchy of the angels and that simply by
roundly scoring the conspicuously absent sinners we all should be left
'. th a pleasant taste and a warm glow of self-satisfaction in the mid-
. .e regions. Somewhat tentatively I thought that I might open the camp
•eeting with the old American Carriage Company slogan, "This Way Sin-
ners," and somewhat modestly I thought I might go down In Federation
history as "The Freer that made Milwaukee famous."

Upon closer consideration of the matter, however, I was dismayed
to find that sin In advertising, like sin in general, is something that
everyone, like Coolldge's preacher, is "again," and that an old-
fashioned revival would be no more appropriate at a convention of the
Federation than it would be in a conference of missionaries. And with
all these wings in evidence, I'm certain that there's not a cloven hoof
in the room to hit the sawdust trail had I been zealous enough to is-
sue the call.

I am very glad to be here today. In a sense I am returning a
visit which some of your members paid to the Federal Trade Commission
over 30 years ago when Chairman Joseph E. Davies in whose home State
we meet today, Invited H. S. Houston, President of the Associated Ad-
vertising Clubs of the World, to appear and discuss the status of untrue
and misleading advertising under the then newly enacted Federal Trade
Commission Act. Attending that November 1915 meeting, too, were W. H.
Ingersoll, representing the National Advertisers; E. T. Meredith, farm
newspapers; James Keely, newspapers, and Charles R. Porter, advertising
agencies. Another participant was H. J. Kenner, then representing the
National Vigilance Committee, whose book "The Fight for Truth In Adver-





The Commission has found the Trade Practice Conference to be an un-
usually fine method of wholesale enforcement of the legal minima In many
industries, obviating the necessity of countless formal enforcement pro-
ceedings against Individual concerns, and the attendant temporary com-
petitive advantage of the recalcitrant firm over those more high-minded
or tractable. But principally the advantage lies in the fact that more
real good can be accomplished on a voluntary basis than In an adversary
proceeding, and much higher standards of ethical conduct adopted.

It is a hard and basic truth that a business man wants his rivals
to advertise truthfully. Upon Information or belief that one or more
of them Is nibbling at truth's edges, he may adopt at his desk certain
practical compromises with the concepts of truth in advertising, con-
cepts which only the day before he enthusiastically endorsed when he
heard them expressed at his trade convention. When he shares in making
trade practice conference rules for others, he Is more apt to see to it
that his business lives up to them.

I do not mean to infer that such conferences are always filled with
sweetness and light. Often there Is at least as much heat as light. I
can recall particularly conferences which led to adoption of the trade
practice rules for the rayon Industry. In fact the reverberations are
still with us. The history of the rayon industry In this country points
a good moral for the advertiser, and If any remark I make in this con-
nection can be construed to bear resemblance to any particular adver-
tiser, it is purely coincidental. It is not in the too dim distant past
that the synthetic fibers were considered by the purchasing public to
be sleazy substitutes for the real thing. How that Impression came to
be created may be a matter of debate, but no one ever denied that the
best of them were of superior quality to the cheaper natural fibers.
As a matter of fact, this was used extensively by opponents of proposals
to require accurate descriptions of rayon as an argument to permit con-
tinuance of the practices which led to deception of the public.

Justice Holmes once made a statement to the effect that the test
of truth is its ability to get Itself accepted at the market place.
The synthetic fibers have in a few short years demonstrated the truth
of their desirable characteristics in the market place, not as substi-
tutes, but as what they really are, demonstrating perhaps more dramati-
cally than Is usual that the American consumer can be trusted with the
real truth if it is given him. Thus a product which was once adver-
tised and labeled as if its marketers were ashamed of it, and as if
consumers would avoid it if possible, now stands solidly on its own
feet and commands buyer preference on Its own merit. Despite the pre-
dictions of many persons that disclosure requirements would seriously
injure Industry, benefits to the trade actually followed their employ-
ment.

It is this characteristic of the public, its ability to handle the
truth If furnished with it, that some advertisers seem to overlook.
Conditions of modern marketing, where the purchaser may no longer rely
upon his senses of touch, taste or even sight in appraising the wares
offered him In such bewildering profusion, make his need for honest
information greater than it was even a few years ago. Numerous propos-
als have been made by consumer groups and others for some authoritative





established business, those of you who expect to be in the same busi-
ness tomorrow, and next generation, and for generations to come. Now
this change has been gradual, and It is still In progress, with every
likelihood that at your 92nd annual meeting in 1996 someone from the
Federal Trade Commission, or perhaps the United Nations Trade Commis-
sion, will appear and solemnly note how much better developed your
wings are than they were, for Instance, in 1946.

The transition has not, of course, been entirely completed, and
we still see Isolated throw-backs. For Instance, the August 14, 1944
issue of Advertising Age referred to a 214 line testimonial advertise-
ment which recently appeared in a midwestern paper. Four columns over,
and on the same page as the user's photograph and statement that the
preparation was a "wonderful" medicine for various ailments, appeared
his obituary.

Such changes do not come easily, nor do they come as the result of
government regulation. As a matter of fact, if advertisers as a whole
were no better than the Federal Trade Commission could order them to
be, the situation would Indeed be serious. The Commission has partici-
pated in this change, and many practices which would have been Ignored
in the 1920's are now clearly within our jurisdiction. But in this
change there is a lag between the minimal legal requirements and the
best standards of business itself. By continually raising these stand-
ards, you make it possible for regulation to be more effective, and to
protect more fully the honest businessman from the depredations of the
unscrupulous.

And now, in conclusion, and I do wish to conclude promptly, since
I am talking about saints and sinners and an evangelist once observed
that no souls were saved after the first twenty minutes, I want to ex-
press the appreciation of the Commission for your fine work, and to
wish you every success in the future. This is not an entirely gratui-
tous and unselfish wish, for we at the Commission realize full well
that the effectiveness of our work depends in large measure on your
support and cooperation, not only In the day-to-day cooperation with
the Commission in the investigation and prosecution of cases, but In
educating the businessman to the realization that the adage "honesty
Is the best policy" Is not Just an old saw, but is the cutting-edge
of really effective copy.


