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 In this report, the author investigates the process of encoding cultural cues into 

advertisements targeting the African American market. More specifically, this study 

focuses on advertising professional’s perceptions of African American culture, and using 

them to create relationships between brands and the African American community. While 

the cues integrated into an advertisement’s message seek to prompt a favorable response 

from African Americans, they also communicate perceptions of African American 

identity and culture to society. This report is an analysis of three in-depth case studies, 

which give insight into the production process of target marketing for the African 

American market. This process includes learning about culture, generating ideas relevant 

to the culture, and integrating that knowledge into advertisements intended to influence 

consumer behavior through mass communication.  



vii 

Table of Contents 

List of Figures ..................................................................................................................viii 

Chapter 1: Introduction .......................................................................................................1 

Chapter 2: Cultural Cues .....................................................................................................4 

Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework .....................................................................................6 

Chapter 4: Historical Framework .....................................................................................10 

Chapter 5: Methodology ...................................................................................................22 

Chapter 6: Findings ...........................................................................................................24 

Chapter 7: Conclusion, Implications and Limitations ......................................................41 

References .........................................................................................................................46 



viii 

List of Figures 

Figure 2.1…...................................................................................................................5 

Figure 4.1.....................................................................................................................11 

Figure 4.2.....................................................................................................................12 

Figure 4.3……….........................................................................................................12 

Figure 4.4.....................................................................................................................13 

Figure 4.5.....................................................................................................................13 

Figure 4.6.....................................................................................................................13 

Figure 4.7.....................................................................................................................14 

Figure 6.1.....................................................................................................................26 

Figure 6.2.....................................................................................................................29 

Figure 6.3.....................................................................................................................34 

Figure 6.4.....................................................................................................................34 

 

 

 



1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Diversity in the advertising industry has been, and continues to be extensively 

studied between advertising professionals and academic scholars (Bendick 2009; Bristor 

1995). Although there are many published works about how the images of African 

Americans in advertising shape perceptions of their identity, the author seeks to identify 

why advertisers use these images and cultural cues. Cultural cues refer to valued symbols 

of one's identity that advertisers use to stimulate when, where and how individuals should 

respond (Appiah 2004a). This report analyzes case studies of multiple advertisers, 

investigating the process of target marketing for the African American consumer market. 

The author will also examine theories related to the impact advertisements have on 

consumer identity in society. Lastly, this report will examine the roles advertisers have as 

cultural intermediaries (Kelly & O’Donohue 2005) in reflecting, shaping, and 

constructing symbolic meaning of African American culture through advertising.  

Importance of Topic 

 Advertising is an important economic industry in many developed nations. In 

economic systems built on capitalism, the advertising industry often accounts for roughly 

3% of a developed country’s gross national product (Williams, Lee & Haugtvedt 2004). 

In the US, revenue from the top 50 advertising agency companies alone were over $25 

billion in 2010 (Advertising Age 2011). Williams et al. (2004) also explains multicultural 

groups that were once ignored by advertisers have become profitable segments of the 

nation because of their increase in size and disposable income. Spending power for 



2 

African Americans was estimated at $760 billion in 2005, increased to $913 billion in 

2008, and expected to increase to over $1 trillion in 2012 (Miley 2009, Miller et al. 2006).  

Research demonstrates that advertising also impacts our societal norms, beliefs 

and culture (Kelly et al. 2005; Pollay 1986). Scholars argue that advertisements are 

“designed to attract attention, to be readily intelligible, to change attitudes, and to 

command our behavior” (Pollay 1986, p. 18). Advertisers rely on various cultural cues 

derived from ideas, discourses, entertainment, art politics and celebrities when 

constructing an advertisement, and implicitly associate value of a cultural element to 

consumer products and brands (Kelly et al. 2005). The images we see “simplify real 

human situations into stereotypes, exploiting anxieties, and employing techniques of 

intensive persuasion that amount to manipulation” (Pollay 1986). However, it is argued 

that advertisers are unaware of their power to mold society (Mannes 1964).  

Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, advertising assisted in the repression of 

social justice for African Americans in the United States. Not only was advertising an 

effective method to justify slavery, “marketing Blackness” became a popular method to 

exploit African Americans and their culture to sell consumer products and services 

(Crockett 2005). This exploitation had a negative impact on the identity of many African 

Americans by diminishing their self-esteem, and turned them invisible in the minds of 

many Americans (Kern-Foxworth 1994). Williams et al. (2004) states “people shop on 

the basis of their identities… advertising becomes an important tool for legitimizing and 

publicizing the existence of their target groups” (p. 14). The existence of these cultural 



3 

groups is often seen by the references, or cultural cues, to specific cultures and people in 

advertising (Appiah 2004a).  
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Chapter 2: Cultural Cues 

In a study investigating how to get African American youth to pay attention to 

public service announcements, Appiah (2004a) hypothesized that the use the character’s 

race would be an effective method. Appiah (2004a) describes this as a cultural cue, 

defined by “the values, symbols, ethics, rituals, traditions, material objects, and services 

produced or valued by either Black or White members of society that stimulate when, 

where, and how they respond” (p. 319). The role of an advertiser is to draw upon these 

cultural cues from cultural research and insight (Miller et al. 2006), and integrate them 

into advertisements that associate one’s identity to a product or brand (Kelly et al. 2005).  

“What’s Black about it?” is a commonly used question when creating 

advertisements to target the African American community. It refers to the cultural cues 

derived from African American identity, which are integrated into an advertisement to 

communicate with African American consumers (Miller et al. 2006). For example, the 

use of African American celebrities in advertising is a popular, yet universal cultural cue. 

As seen in many of the 2005 Super Bowl advertisements, African American celebrities 

were used to advertise products from Pepsi, Anheuser-Busch, Frito-Lay and Sony 

Pictures demonstrating the influence that African American celebrities have on the 

general market (Miller et al. 2006). For example, the figure below is from Pepsi’s Diet 

Pepsi Truck commercial featuring P. Diddy. The commercial begins with the rapper 

being stranded on a highway, and hitching a ride in a Diet Pepsi truck to an awards show. 

After celebrity host Carson Daily said, “I didn’t know P. Diddy drove a Diet Pepsi truck,” 

the rest of the commercial is a montage of society embracing the trend of driving a Diet 
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Pepsi truck. The characters in the commercial also customize the trucks with flashing 

lights, big wheels, and sound systems, which are also popular of African American youth 

culture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This commercial reflects how African American celebrities are often seen as cultural 

influencers. Supporting the idea that African American culture is often responsible for 

setting trends of what is cool and hip (Miller et al. 2006). Miller et al. (2006) explains: 

“The ability to generate significant influence beyond its own 
market segment is a truly unique quality of African Americans. No 
other segment comes close to exerting the influence on fashion, 
music, slang, sports and the overall perception of what is cool 
around the world than African Americans” (Miller, 2006, p. 14). 

In the 21st century, African American identity has become an effective method to sell 

consumer products and market brands. Not only with the use of African American 

celebrities, but also African American culture, music, fashion and language. 

  

Figure 2.1: Diet Pepsi commercial from Super Bowl ad in 2005. 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework 

Cultivation Theory 

Although many sociologists argue that an individual advertisement may not shape 

one’s perception, the collection of repetitive messages in the media may affect an 

individual’s perception of society (Gerbner 1998; Pollay 1986). Cultivation theory, 

established by Dr. George Gerbner in 1969, suggests that television viewing has an 

impact on an individual’s perception of reality (Gerbner 1980). The theory posits that the 

more time an individual spends consuming mass media, the more likely they are to 

perceive a social reality that is reflective or congruent with the media’s most persistent 

representations of society (Gerbner 1980). Kellner (1995) also provides insight into how 

media messages shape culture by saying: 

Radio, television, film and other products of media culture provide 
materials out of which we forge our very identities, our sense of 
selfhood; our notion of what it means to be male or female; our 
sense of class, of ethnicity and race, of nationality, of sexuality, of 
“us” and “them.” Media images help shape our view of the world 
and our deepest values: what we consider good or bad, positive or 
negative, moral or evil. Media stories provide the symbols, myths, 
and resources through which we constitute a common culture and 
through the appropriations of which we insert ourselves into this 
culture (p. 5) 

Gerber (1998) also identifies a process called mainstreaming. This refers to the idea that 

television emphasizes particular values of the dominant culture in mainstream society, 

and imposes those values on individuals regardless of personal relevance, experience and 

identity. Thus, heterogeneous individuals may share similar perspectives of cultural 

elements based on the images they see in the media (Gerbner 1998). When perpetuating 
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African Americans, advertising “gave consumers an image of who they were and what 

the population of the country looked like” (Chambers 2008, p. 4). This describes how 

mass media assisted in the construction of a dominant perspective of African American 

identity. Williams et al. (2004) argues that mass media and advertising have more 

influence than other institutions including education, religion and family. Throughout the 

early to mid 20th century, the overwhelming amount of negative stereotypes of African 

Americans has led to an African American population that is sensitive and critical to how 

they are portrayed today (Chambers 2007; Miller et al. 2006). 

Distinctiveness Theory 

Distinctiveness theory posits that distinctive traits will become more salient in an 

environment where those traits are less common (Deshpande & Stayman 1994). In 

relation to cultural cues in advertising, Aaker, Brumbaugh, & Grier (2000) suggests that 

culturally relevant cues in advertisements tend to be more effective when the target is a 

numeric minority. Particularly for African Americans, their numeric minority in most 

social and media environments becomes a distinctive trait that often represents 

identification (Appiah, 2002). Grier and Brumbaugh (2004) refer to this as chronic 

distinctiveness, in which certain traits are continually different from others in multiple 

environments. Thus, the characteristic of race for African Americans in most 

environments tends to be more salient (Appiah 2004a). However, distinctiveness theory 

is not limited to race.  Changing an individual’s social environment in terms of other 

characteristics such as gender, physical ability or language, for example, also increases 

awareness of the individual’s self-concept. This explains situational distinctiveness, in 
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which one's traits in a particular environment will become more salient. For example, 

Appiah (2002) explains, “A Black woman in a large group of White women is acutely 

aware of her race. When the same Black woman moves to a large group of Black men… 

she becomes more conscious of being a woman” (p. 778).  

Identification Theory  

Identification theory posits that an individual will evaluate another person, and 

draw conclusions about whether or not their characteristics are similar to the individual 

(Appiah, 2002). In television, for example, when a viewer perceives the source as having 

similar characteristics, the viewer is able to better identify with the source (Appiah 

2004b). Important to advertising, psychological attitudes are also affected by the 

individual’s similarity to traits of a character in an advertisement (Deshpande et al. 1994). 

In a study testing brand attitudes and trustworthiness of Hispanic consumers, Deshpande 

et al. (1994) found that in cities where they are an ethnic minority, a Hispanic 

spokesperson garnered positive brand attitudes and were perceived as more trustworthy 

among other Hispanics. Appiah (2004a) also suggests that characteristics such as race are 

more salient to a viewer, and may affect the viewer’s engagement in the media. However, 

white consumers also have a perceived similarity to multicultural models, and often feel 

they are able to understand and relate to various Black and Latino models in advertising. 

(Appiah 2004a). As depicted in the Diet Pepsi super bowl advertisement discussed in 

chapter two, non-African American celebrities and culture also embraced the trend set by 

P. Diddy. This demonstrates what Appiah (2004a) calls cultural voyeurism, which posits 

that viewers will seek information and gratification from characters that possess socially 
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desirable traits. In the 21st century, whites, especially youth, often identify with 

stereotypes of African Americans representing fashion, sports, music, and being cool 

(Appiah, 2004a).  

Cumulative Advertising Effects 

An interesting phenomenon of advertising is its cumulative effect. Though it may 

take a series of advertisements to break through resistance of the viewer, it becomes a 

valuable asset to the future of a company (Palda 1965). Similar to cultivation theory, 

cumulative effects of advertising refer to the influence an advertisement has on 

purchasing decisions and consumer behavior succeeding the advertisement’s first 

impression on the viewer (Palda 1965). When applied to racial stereotypes, it has been 

reported that advertisements also affect social behavior in which individuals use 

advertisements as “mental shortcuts” when making social judgments (Miarmi & DeBono 

2007). However, in the 21st century, it is the subtle assumptions of African Americans 

that are communicated through media (Bristor 1995). These assumptions involve 

exclusion of African Americans social environments, perceived natural talent  (e.g. 

athleticism or musicians.), or the “disproportionate number of ‘bad’ or low status roles 

(Bristor 1995, p. 49). This proposes that representations in advertisements may create 

long lasting assumptions about African Americans that may or may not represent their 

roles in society. 
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Chapter 4: Historical Framework  

Advertising has been an important factor in aiding the social construction of 

hegemonic identities for African Americans (Bristor 1995; Thomas 2012). During 

slavery, advertisements featuring African Americans as constructed by the dominant 

discourse portrayed African Americans as child-like as a way to justify slavery 

(Chambers 2008; Kern-Foxworth 1994; Miller 2006; Thomas 2012). Post-emancipation, 

however, mass media restructured African American identity to represent criminal and 

savage behavior as a means of justifying segregation (Kern-Foxworth 1994; Thomas 

2012). Prior to the Civil Rights movement, many mainstream advertisements featuring 

African Americans were considered stereotypical, limited and offensive (Williams et. al 

2004). This section provides an overview of the portrayals of African Americans as 

constructed by the dominant discourse, which frames the African American perspective 

of advertisements in the 21st century.  

Advertising African American Identity 

In the United States, some of the earliest known documentation of Blacks may 

have been in advertisements seen printed in newspapers, posters and flyers for selling, 

buying or bartering of enslaved Africans and African Americans. Slavery may not have 

been as effective without the use of advertising, because these ads provided information 

about locations, times, places locations, times, prices, quantities and qualities of slaves to 

be purchased or traded (Kern-Foxworth 1994). They also contained details about the 

slaves themselves. Often giving a physical description, age, gender, and any signifying 

body marks, particularly in ads for runaway slaves (Smith & Richard 1989).  



11 

 

Figure shows a slave advertisement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

When selling products and services became more dependent on advertising, the image of 

African Americans was also exploited to increase a products market share. After the 

abolishment of slavery many advertisements featuring African Americans supported 

ideologies of race inferiority accepted by social scientists both in the US and abroad 

(Schumann 2004).  Stereotypes derived from racist images in the media established 

during slavery were continuously perpetuated in advertising and served the same purpose 

that shackles did during slavery (Kern-Foxworth 1994). Advertisements regularly 

depicted African Americans as savages, lazy, ignorant, violent, and simply comedic relief 

(Chambers 2008; Kern-Foxworth 1994; Miller et al. 2006). Many of these advertisements 

were not only misrepresentative, but also dehumanized African Americans as a race.  

Figure 4.1: Slave trader advertisement 
for a buyer in the New Orleans market. 
From J. Winston Coleman, Jr. Slavery 
Times in Kentucky (copyright 1940, 
1968). Reproduced courtesy of The 
University of North Carolina 
Press”(Kern-Foxworth 1994) 

Copy reads: “$1200 to 1250 Dollars! 
For Negroes!! The undersigned wishes 
to purchase a large lot of Negroes for 
the New Orleans market. I will pay 
$1200 to $1250 for No. 1 young men 
and  $850 to 1000 for No. 1 young 
women. In fact I will pay more for 
likely NEGROES, than any other 
trader in Kentucky. My office is a 
adjoining the Broadway Hotel, on 
Broadway, Lexington, KY, where I or 
my Agent can always be found. WM.F. 
Talbott. Lexington. July 2, 1853.” 
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The dehumanization of African Americans in advertisements served as cues to keep 

whites, particularly in the south, comfortable with the depiction of Blacks (Kern-

Foxworth 1994). In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, African Americans were 

frequently referred to as coons, sambos, picaninnies and mammies to further deprive 

them of their identities (Bristor 1995). These caricatures were often represented in 

situations of low socio-economic status, jobs requiring physical labor, subjects of comedy, 

or victims of comical violence. Although African Americans often appeared in these 

advertisements, it was the skewed caricatures of their identity that was used to sell 

Figure 4.2: African Americans were 
little more than beasts of burden in 
the advertising landscape. This 
Cream of Wheat advertisement is 
representative of a child’s game, the 
whip and exhortation “Giddap Uncle” 
contributed to the popular stereotypes 
about African Americans. Cream of 
Wheat Advertisement, Needlecraft 
(September 1921): inside front cover 
(Chambers, p. 7). 

Figure 4.3: Distorted bodies 
with pure black skin were 
used to paint African 
Americans as subhuman.  
“Saucer lips” and “banjo 
eyes” were terms often used 
to describe oversized facial 
features for Blacks in 
advertising (Kern-Foxworth 
1994).  
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products. Chambers (2007) notes that African Americans were often objects used as bait 

in advertisements, rather than subjects targeted for their business as consumers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.4: Button for Leonard’s 
Show Shine Shop. Buttons were 
often used as advertisements for 
companies (Kern-Foxworth 
1994).  

Figure 4.5: Distorted images of 
African American children often 
referred to as picaninnies were used 
to market candy. 

Figure 4.6: African American children were often 
victims of violent acts in advertisements as comedic 
relief. 
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The images above were common examples of how African Americans were used in 

advertisements. The portrayal of happy Negroes as servants and cooks are were also 

popular in the 20th century. Caricatures of Black women as “mammies,” and Black men 

as “Rastus” were among the most popular, and still used today. Aunt Jemima’s pancakes, 

and the chefs from Cream of Wheat and Uncle Ben’s rice were constructs of white 

supremacy that meekly symbolized African Americans as servants.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kern-Foxworth (1994) explains, “Aunt Jemima, more than any other Black caricature or 

model, has been wholeheartedly embraced by the American consumer” (p. 58). Although 

Aunt Jemima was used to suggest that African American women enjoyed serving whites, 

Americans also adapted Aunt Jemima as a reference to authentic, home-style cooking. 

Supported by identification theory in chapter three, Appiah (2004a) notes that some 

depictions of African Americans serve as cues to white audiences who can understand 

and identify with them as well.  

Figure 4.7: Aunt Jemima has always appeared in advertisements serving 
pancakes to families other than her own, often to white families (Chambers 
2007).  
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 The combination of the racism in the real world and cultivation of these 

stereotypes in media prompted African Americans to create what Miller et al. (2006) 

describes as the filter. The filter is a result of “psychological baggage” from a history of 

slavery and racism, which prompts African Americans to be more sensitive about 

stereotypes that depict African American culture (Miller et al. 2006). This baggage is 

something that many African Americans carry around with them today (Chambers 2007). 

In the early 20th century, the Associated Negro Press (ANP), which I will explain 

in the next section, became a voice for the African American community (Chambers 

2008). ANP not only provided a way to speak to African Americans, but also provided 

accurate information on Black consumer buying power and representation (Thompson 

2005). This consumer buying power of the African American community became 

leverage to begin demanding more accurate representations of African American identity 

and culture in the media (Chambers 2008). However, as the voice of African Americans 

became more salient, many white advertisers and their clients still misrepresented African 

Americans in their advertisements. This was largely due to the exclusion of African 

Americans in the advertising industry. 

For many years general market advertisers tried to justify excluding African 

Americans from advertisements. Some of the early rationales were disbelief that the size 

of the population was significant enough to yield profitable returns on investment. In 

addition, general market advertisers claimed including African Americans would offend 

white consumers and clients (Chambers 2008, Kern-Foxworth 1994). Schumann (2004), 

explains the industry’s reluctance to “colorize” advertisements were due to advertising 



16 

executives’ concerns about alienating white consumers. However, in 1928, the National 

Negro Business League (NNBL) conducted a study that argued advertisers should direct 

some of their efforts to African Americans because they were an “untapped economic 

strength” (Chambers, 2008). By the 1930’s and 1940’s, the improved socio-economic 

status of African Americans was used as leverage by to improve their social status in the 

US (Chambers 2008). By the early 1940’s, it was estimated that roughly 5% of the Black 

population was classified as upper class, and around 30% were in the affluent middle 

class (Branchik & Davis 2007). However, it was the viability of the African American 

consumer market, rather than the pursuit of social justice, that led to the inclusion of 

African Americans in the advertising industry.  

During the Civil Rights era, African American organizations such as the National 

Urban League, Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) wanted to use advertising to change the 

dominant discourse of African American identity. Chambers (2008) notes that these 

organizations wanted to “present them as equal citizens and consumers in the commercial 

landscape and thereby enhance their efforts for equality in America” (p. 115). Consumer 

buying power became a powerful tool for African Americans to use advertising as a way 

to reshape their position in society. The Black Press, which I will explain in the next 

section, became a vital source for reforming the hegemonic identities of African 

Americans in advertising and media (Chambers 2008; Davis 2011; Thompson 2005). 

Launched in 1945, Ebony magazine also became a source for redefining the identities of 

African Americans. This magazine sought to demonstrate that African Americans should 
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be seen as equals in society (Chambers 2008). Leaders of this movement also encouraged 

the African American community to participate in selective patronage. Selective 

patronage was the refusal to purchase goods and services from white owned companies 

who did not treat African Americans as equal consumers (Chambers 2008). The selective 

patronage strategy was particularly effective by reducing the potential for negative press 

that boycotts often attracted (Chambers 2008). African Americans used consumer 

activism to span beyond giving patronage to brands that used African Americans in 

advertisements, and began taking into account hiring practices of the advertising agencies 

that marketed those brands as well (Chambers 2008). 

African Americans in Advertising as Professionals 

McGuire, McGuire, Child and Fujioka (1978) summarize that culturally accurate 

and representative advertisements may affirm one’s self-concept. Williams et al. (2004) 

also claim that culturally representative advertisements may also promote positive self-

esteem, especially among minority populations. As professionals in the industry, African 

American advertisers made conscious efforts to incorporate positive representations of 

their African American identity in mainstream advertisements (Miller et al. 2006). 

Chambers (2008) describes that African American professionals “were in the unique 

position of being creators and interpreters of Black life and culture. In these roles they 

actively defined the meaning of “Black consumer” for both prospective clients and the 

public” (p. 15).  

The Black Press. The history of African Americans in advertising dates back to 

1827, when African Americans began operating the first Black newspaper called the 



18 

Freedom’s Journal (Chambers 2008). Known for “speaking to and for America’s Black 

population,” these publication sold advertising space to small convenient stores and shops 

wanting to reach African Americans (Thompson 2005, p. 332). Although it only lasted 

two short years until 1829, it was the beginning of a number of newspapers and 

periodicals owned and operated by African Americans. Some of the early publications 

include Colored Americans (1837-1842), North Star (1847-1850), Frederick Douglass’ 

Paper (1851-1860), and Chicago Defender (1905-present) (Thompson 2005). It was the 

aggregate of these newspapers and magazines that was known as the Black Press. Most 

of these publications were not only designed to disseminate consumer products, but also 

to enhance the image of African Americans by placing positive representations of African 

Americans through accurate representations in advertisements (Chambers 2008). Among 

others in the twentieth century, the Associated Negro Press (1906) and Ebony Magazine 

(1945) were two national publications that had a significant impact on the perceptions of 

the African American consumer market nation wide (Chambers 2008). As described by 

economist Paul Edwards, African Americans “viewed these ads as recognition of their 

importance as a consumer group and as a specific invitation for their patronage” 

(Chambers 2008, p. 33). The Black Press was vital in highlighting the buying power of 

the African American consumer market throughout the early and mid 20th century. It also 

created opportunities for African Americans to be included in the production and 

distribution of advertising. 

 Brown Hucksters. In the 1930s and 1940s, a small number of African Americans 

known as the Brown Hucksters were hired by consumer product companies as “special-
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market men” to strategize campaigns targeting African American consumers (Chambers 

2008). The roles of the Brown Hucksters included increasing sales among African 

Americans, gathering research information about Black consumers, and being stewards of 

their employers through public relations with the African American community 

(Chambers, 2008). Soft drinks, alcohol, tobacco and office-machine companies pioneered 

hiring African American sales and marketing specialists in part due to the recognition of 

buying power within the African American consumer market (Chambers 2008; Kern-

Foxworth 1994). However, it wouldn’t be until the 1952 when a major New York 

advertising firm, BBDO, would be the first general-market advertising agency to hire an 

African American (Chambers 2008). 

Also known as a Jackie Robinsons of advertising, Clarence L. Holte became the 

first African American to be hired by a major New York advertising agency. Similar to 

many companies who hired African Americans prior to the 1960’s, BBDO executives 

denied supporting any movement to hire African Americans. Instead the agency claimed 

it was a calculated move motivated by the additional income generated by his expertise 

among African American consumers (Davis 2011). The increased competition for 

revenue from the African American market encouraged other major agencies to hire 

African American professionals as well. However, African Americans were only hired 

for special-markets positions —the African American market — and rarely in the creative 

department. The limited positions in special-market accounts, and even fewer 

opportunities in the creative departments prohibited African Americans from advancing 

their careers (Chambers 2008). Although the mainstream advertising industry was 
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relatively slow to adapt to the rise of African American advertising professionals, the 

Civil Rights movement pressured agency executives, consumer product companies and 

politicians to hasten the process of equal employment. 

Civil Rights and equal employment. There were a number of social organizations 

that that pushed for racial equality in employment practices in advertising during the 

1960’s and 1970’s. Some of these groups include the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), The Urban League, Congress of Racial 

Equality (C.O.R.E.), and the National Negro Congress. These groups regularly met with 

agency executives to voice commands of the African American community. They also 

organized national campaigns for selective patronage against products whose 

advertisements were offensive, or produced by agencies with discriminative hiring 

practices (Chambers 2008). However, the voice of the activists organizations alone were 

often not enough to change the advertising industry's hiring practices. These groups 

brought attention to state and federal lawmakers who ultimately ruled it unlawful to 

companies to have discriminatory hiring practices (Chambers 2008).   

In 1961, John F. Kennedy signed Executive Order 10925, which required 

“government contractors to take affirmative action to ensure that applications are 

employed, and that employees are treated during employment, without regard to their 

race, creed, color or national origin” (US Department of Labor 2002). This was the 

beginning of Affirmative Action, and a few years later led to Title VII of the Civil Rights 

Act. Title VII of the Civil Rights Act deemed it unlawful for any employer to fail or 

refuse to hire, to discharge, to limit, segregate, or classify its employees or applicants in a 
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way that would prevent any individual of an employment opportunity because of that 

person’s race, color, religion, sex, or national origin (US Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission 2010). This legislature created opportunities for many Americans in all 

industries, and was particularly important for the inclusion of African Americans in the 

advertising industry. Although there were still relatively few “token” African Americans 

in mainstream agencies, the Civil Rights era was a time for African Americans in general 

market as well as African American based agencies to sustain success (Chambers, 2008). 

Additionally, the integration of racial and cultural diversity in the advertising industry 

had a positive impact on how African Americans were represented in the media and 

society (Chambers 2008; Kern-Foxworth 1994). 
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Chapter 5: Methodology 

This study consists of exploratory research with the intent to provide a better 

understanding of African American cultural cues. The data in this report is a qualitative 

analysis from case studies of advertising professionals’ perspectives of targeting practices. 

The main focus of the case studies was to understand how advertisers learn, interpret and 

integrate cultural cues in advertisements. Qualitative data analysis is an effective method 

for analyzing nonnumeric information. This method is used to examine and interpret 

observations in order to discover meaning and patterns of relationships (Babbie 2007). A 

case study method is used to provide in-depth examination of multicultural targeting 

practices within advertising, particularly among African American consumers. Since the 

area of study is underdeveloped among researchers, using a phenomenological 

interviewing approach was used to understand subjective meaning of cultural cues. By 

allowing an explanation of the idiosyncratic meanings of cultural cues, the approach is 

better suited for describing the relationship between the specific cultural cues and the 

target market.  

Case studies of three advertising professionals were conducted in this study. 

Participants were chosen based on their expertise in the advertising industry. More 

specifically, advertisers who have extensive work experience in the African American 

market, or who have attained advanced degrees in the field of advertising were chosen for 

this study. The agencies in which the participants are employed are also specific to 

African American and multicultural markets, which provides further knowledge and 

understanding of African American culture. The participants have been employed at 
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some of the top African American and multicultural agencies in the United States, and 

have a combined work experience of over thirty years. The participants consisted of two 

men and one woman, which provided a range of perspective based on gender. 

Participants were also chosen on their ethnic background, in which one of the participants 

was African American, one was multiracial (African American and Caucasian), and 

another was Latino. The participant’s ethnic background was important to provide a 

multiple perspectives for examining the use of African American culture cues. This 

allowed explanation of the cues and targeting practices from a well-rounded cultural 

perspective, providing a wide range of information. In this study, participant names were 

not collected or reported, and identified by alphabetically assigned codes (e.g. Participant 

A, Participant B, and Participant C) to protect their identities. 

Data Analysis 

 Understanding the use and integration of cultural cues in this study required a 

cross-case analysis. Babbie (2007) describes that cross-case analysis involves in-depth 

examination of multiple cases, in which some data will parallel, while other data will bare 

no resemblance. This is method is effective by allowing a full understanding of why 

certain cultural cues are used, and the perceived impact they may have on the target 

market. Axial coding, defined as identifying the important and common ideas of the data, 

was also used to categorize the data into general concepts (Babbie 2007). Due to the 

nature of qualitative research, participants were encouraged to describe their perspectives 

in full detail. This requires the data analysis to categorize the ideas discussed in the 

interviews into general themes and related theories.  



24 

Chapter 6: Findings 

 This chapter identifies a variety of themes that emerged from the case studies. 

First, the more commonly used cultural cues that advertisers use to reach the African 

American market. Second, the hesitancy to use cues that represent stereotypes of the 

African American community. Third, conducting research on the African American 

market that will generate cultural insights. Fourth, using cultural insights to create an 

effective strategy targeting specific consumers. Lastly, the role advertisers have on 

influencing culture. The following sections expand on these themes and include 

documentation from the responses of the participants.  

Commonly Used Cultural Cues 

  Targeted advertising assumes that appropriating powerful cultural cues in an ad 

will attach meaning to the product’s brand (Appiah 2004a; Crockett 2008). For the 

African American community, “positioning the product or brand as an authentic cultural 

resource the advertiser must rely on blackness representation to make the claims 

believable” (Crockett 2008, p. 250). Although these Blackness representations vary 

within African American culture, the participants identified commonly used cultural cues 

that provide a picture of the current discourse constructing African American identity. 

These cues also provide a frame that allows advertisers to connect African American 

culture to products and brands. As supported by cultivation theory explained in chapter 

three, these commonly used cues tend to reflect the broadly shared beliefs about the 

African American culture. Integrating these cues prompt the targeted viewer to identify to 
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the advertisement’s message, and form a relationship with the brand or product (Appiah 

2004a; Crockett 2008). 

 The results of the study revealed that one of the most commonly used African 

American cultural cues in advertising is the race of the character in an advertisement. 

Recalling identification theory from the theoretical framework section of this report, the 

race of a character in an advertisement can suggest similarity to the viewer (Appiah 

2004b). Participant A explains, “One of the simplest ways to give the cue is through 

casting, but it’s a little bit of a cheat.” Although race may represent similarities between 

the character and the viewer, it does not always create a relationship between the product 

and African American culture (Crockett 2008). Some social scientists believe that one of 

the motivations to use race-based casting is to obtain a sense of racial equality, which is 

often seen as a social goal that can be achieved within the mass market (Crockett 2008). 

Although some marketers would argue that race-based targeting could be 

misrepresentative (Bristor 1995), race helps define one’s culture and experience that has 

historically served as a basis for people have been “classified, oppressed, protected and 

rewarded” (Miller et al. 2006, p. 96). 

 Another common cue the participants reported is centered on the idea of 

aspiration. Participant A notes, “we always try to be aspirational, how he’s made it, how 

he’s arrived. That’s always quasi-important in these things.” The idea of aspiration stems 

from a history of African American portrayals as sub-citizens in the United States 

(Chambers 2008; Kern-Foxworth 1994; Miller et al. 2006; Williams et al. 2004). Being 

able to inspire other African Americans to succeed is important aspect of African 
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American culture. Incorporating the idea of aspiration can be accomplished in a number 

of ways. Formal education is an example that advertisers use to communicate the 

aspirational cue. Even in advertisements that may depict unfavorable stereotypes of 

African Americans, the aspirational cue may outweigh the other stereotypes. For example, 

an advertisement for a new phone features two African American characters having a 

conversation about fashion trends. The advertisement features cues such as hip hop music, 

African American clothing styles, and slang. Slang is a cultural cue that is often highly 

unflavored by the African American community. However, the characters are sitting in 

front of a prestigious looking university building with other students walking around.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant B explains, “I think the fact that it was an African American youth spot and 

product, there was something aspirational there by having them in the school setting.” 

Despite the portrayals of stereotypical attire, language and obsession with image that is 

usually un-favored by African Americans, the aspirational cue demonstrated by the 

school setting overshadowed the other unfavorable cues. Miller et al. (2006) explains, 

Figure 6.1: AT&T “swag” commercial by the Sanders\Wingo advertising agency. 
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“For African Americans, education is an important key to success and improving their 

quality of life… African Americans feel very proud when we see our sons and daughters 

achieving various levels of education” (p. 26-27). However, the case study of Participant 

C revealed an alternative perspective of aspirational cues. Participant C explains that 

aspirational cues can also be superficial and may not always represent what African 

Americans truly value. He states, “Ok yeah they do aspirational, sure, but that you know, 

every community, every minority should be aspirational towards bettering their 

community and who they are.” 

Another African American cue incorporated into advertisements deals with 

authenticity. For African Americans, authenticity refers to the idea of “keepin’ it real,” 

and preserving Black identity (Miller, 2006). Whereas for the mass media, “keepin’ it 

real” tends to represent a sense of style and coolness. Crockett (2008) claims that an 

agencies ability to link consumer items to “Black popular culture’s reflexive coolness and 

unique vernacular and stylistic conventions (e.g. the cool pose) mark it as an authentic 

cultural resource” (p. 256). Participant A says, “We’re always going to look to the 

“streets” to see what’s hot, what’s going on.” However, Miller et al. (2006) describes that 

authenticity is an important aspect of the Black Experience, and seen as a way for African 

Americans to stay connected to their roots, culture, history and community.  

Other cues that were mentioned, but not explained in depth were language, music, 

colors, and fashion. However, the appropriate use of these cues may vary depending the 

climate of African American culture. Participant A explains:  
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It depends on also the psyche, where we are at the time, how 
people are thinking. Sometimes we dial in a cue, and the moment 
is right. Man we did a commercial where a guy brushes his 
shoulder, and the president does it a few days later. So there are 
different levels of relevancy at times. 

The relevancy of these cues may be an important consideration for advertisers. As 

explained in the next section, integrating cues that are irrelevant to the product or 

brand advertised may be read as stereotypes of African Americans. For African 

Americans in particular, stereotypes are often received as offensive. In all of the case 

studies, participants recommended avoiding cues that may be interpreted as 

stereotypes. 

Avoiding Unfavorable Stereotypes 

In contrast to the portrayals of African Americans in the 20th century, today’s 

advertisers have eradicated popular use of unfavorable stereotypes in advertising. Many 

advertising agencies today have departments within their agencies to educate their 

creative teams and clients of consumer cultural. The consumer research teams, known as 

account planners, are responsible for representing the voice of the consumer (Drewniany 

& Jewler 2008). As an account planner, Participant B explains,  

Part of what we do is educate the client on who their consumer is 
and what their needs and their wants are. Certain things that will 
jump out, like there was a spot where they tried to use, they were 
referencing someone who needed help to move. And they were 
referencing the cousins, and they named them “Tiny” and “Big 
Mike,” but those names are a little… They’re funny, I get it, but I 
don’t know if it’s the right decision. [Or] when you see Black 
people in a club, or you know, in a barbershop. I mean, it happens, 
yeah that’s part of life, but I think people get turned off by that. 
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Understanding the voice of the consumer is vital to an agency’s overall strategy. 

Although this strategy may include exploiting cultural nuances to assist in reaching the 

consumer, it should avoid the use of stereotypes that may be offensive. While this 

observation may seem obvious, the line between using a cultural cue and a stereotype is 

often overlooked. Participant A says, “We avoid stereotypes like the plague. I sometimes 

consider our agency as an African American-like agency, because we never really go 

there.” Participant A’s comments imply that even as an African American agency, they 

are cautious not to exploit culturally sensitive material. An example of exploiting 

culturally sensitive material can be seen in Burger King’s advertisement starring celebrity 

R&B singer Mary J. Blige. This advertisement was a campaign to promote Burger King’s 

new Crispy Chicken Snack Wrap. The commercial began with a customer approaching 

the counter and asking what was in the new snack wrap. While standing on top of a table 

in the background, Mary J. Blige then responds by singing about fried chicken. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 6.2: Mary J. Blige featured in a Burger King advertisement 
for the Crispy Chicken Wrap. The ad was released in the spring of 
2012, and pulled from the air and Internet shortly after. 
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Ellis (2012) claims it was a "buffoonish commercial." Although the use of an African 

American celebrity and R&B music may have been effective cues, linking African 

Americans to fried chicken is often unfavorable. However, it was Mary J. Blige fans that 

were piqued about the commercial.  The overall sentiment was that Mary J. Blige “sold 

out” for fried chicken fast food (Ellis 2012).  

The case studies revealed that the most common cultural cue that misrepresents 

African American identity is language. More specifically, slang, which is often viewed as 

highly offensive. These are some of the things that “people get turned off by,” as 

Participant B mentions. Participant A also believes that language cues should try to be 

avoided “because it tends to skew stereotypical.” Kern-Foxworth (1994) argues that the 

way one chooses to talk is a reflection of their image, and the use of “bastardized Black 

English” in advertising is an attack on the image of African Americans.  One case study 

revealed language cues tend to be dated, and reduce the diversity within African 

American culture. Participant C explains: 

And for a brand to talk to African Americans and say, “Yo what’s your 
problem” or using slang, you know, that’s some bullshit, you know? It’s 
horrible, I hate that. It’s so transparent, and thank God it’s becoming less and 
less. You know, because that’s not a way to talk to people, that’s not how 
you talk to African Americans. 

As expressed above, these cues represent an overgeneralization of African American 

culture. Using slang also undermines the value African Americans have towards 

education, which is important dimension of African American culture. Using cues that 

generalize African American culture are often unfavorable among many consumers. 
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Participant A says, “To me they could work to the point of being exploitative.  And 

sometimes explosive when done wrong.” Participant C summarizes:  

Yeah those things are very cliché, and old, and it’s very transparent, 
you know? I personally think it’s wrong. I think it’s a cop out, I 
think it’s a quick answer. And I think the African American 
community and the diaspora that it is; it’s a lot deeper than that. 

Overwhelmingly, the participants recommended avoiding cues that represent 

stereotypes. However, one case study revealed that there are multiple factors that impact 

whether or not a cue may be received as an offensive stereotype. Participant A explains: 

I don’t think anything should be completely avoided. Anything. 
There’s just a way to do everything. But nothing should be avoided. 
Even if it’s loud music, even if it’s breakdancing. There’s always a 
way to do it to make it not mean, you can almost subtly write a 
stereotype in. And it’s going to matter what it is, the situation, the 
time, [and] the moment. 

For example, Participant B describes a television commercial that was heavy on African 

American cues including slang, hip-hop music, hip-hop clothing, and yet was extremely 

successful. The advertisement generated positive feedback on social media pages, and 

people created parody videos on YouTube, which gave further exposure to the 

advertisement. The favorable response to this commercial may have been related to the 

setting being on a college campus, which Participant A explains as “inspirational” for the 

African American community since it represents education. The advertisement was also 

targeted towards youth, which may have been received as humorous instead of overtly 

stereotypical. These factors may have also contributed to the positive feedback from 

viewers. 
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 It is important for advertisers to be culturally sensitive when integrating cues that 

target African Americans. Promoting positive and relevant African Americans cultural 

cues will more likely to attract attention and loyalty from their community (Miller et al. 

2006). Ensuring that the cues used to target African Americans are non-offensive will 

require researching their culture and identity. Participant B says, “You’re constantly 

trying to educate both the clients, and yourself, and the creative team on the activities of 

the consumer and where they are, what they’re doing.” This requires the agency has a 

firm understanding of their consumer, which is usually generated through consumer 

insight. 

African American Consumer Insights 

When targeting the African American community, it is important to use the cues 

in a way that accurately reflect identities within of the their culture. Integrating a cultural 

cue that represents a stereotype or categorizes African Americans is not enough. Miller et 

al. (2006) reports that it is the insights on African Americans that will yield better return 

on investment. Participant B explains this as “trying to get in the cultural mindset” of the 

consumer. All of the participants explained that understanding African American culture 

is the first step in trying to decide which cues will work best for the product. Participant 

C explains:  

You must have some sort of insight, some sort of way into the 
African American community to get your message across. So that 
message is not only the overall campaign idea, but it must also 
represent cultural insight as well. So you begin with research. And 
you begin with a way in. You know, what is that specific target is 
lacking. Or reasons why they haven’t purchased a vehicle like that. 
You would have to find your way in some how. 
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African Americans are a unique segment of American culture, and should be treated as 

such (Miller, 2006). For example, using cues such as race of the character, or certain 

types of music may not always suffice. Although identification theory implies that 

casting is a quick way to identify with consumers, culturally embedding an advertisement 

will often be more effective (Appiah 2004a). Cultural embedding refers to loading an 

advertisement with cues that are culturally relevant and highlight nuances within the 

consumer’s culture. (Appiah 2004a). Participant B explains:  

There are research reports that indicate that people feel more 
respected as a consumer when you see yourself in a commercial. 
There are tons of reports that say African Americans want to see 
themselves, and that they want it to be culturally relevant. And 
we’ve seen that if our spots come from a culturally relevant insight, 
they’ll do a lot better and resonate much stronger with the audience. 

Usually addressed in a creative brief, the ability to answer questions about the consumer 

is essential for an advertising agency (Crockett 2008; Drewniany et al. 2008; Miller et al. 

2006; Williams et al. 2004). A creative brief provides insights to how the consumer 

thinks and feels about the product or brand and is the blueprint for the strategy 

(Drewniany et al. 2008). Participant A states that they often ask, “Who is that person? 

What do they want out of life? How is this product going to make them happy?” In the 

excerpt below, Participant A also explains how advertising creatives decide which 

cultural cues to integrate into an advertisement that will provide “a way in” to the African 

American community: 
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One of the ways we keep our accounts is by showing in depth 
knowledge of the most subtle cues… We come to the table with a 
strategy that there are certain cues that we are going to present to 
the African American community, to then that will resonate with 
them and make statements like, togetherness, bonding, family, 
education, and once again aspiration. Those things we delve in on 
the back end… Some of them you’ll never see on TV, but when we 
do it well, you’ll feel a greater connection as an African American 
person, you’ll feel a greater connection to what we’re doing and 
what we’re saying. 

As stated before, simply integrating a cultural cue into an advertisement may not 

always yield favorable results. In 2001, Toyota released an advertisement featuring a 

Black face smiling with a gold Toyota RAV4 emblem on one of the character's teeth. 

Toyota claims the ad was aimed at minority youth by referencing tattoos and body 

jewelry (Szczesny, 2001). However, the image closely resembles that of blackface as 

seen in many minstrel show caricatures from the early 20th century. The oversized red 

lips, white teeth, and dark skin represent an unfavorable depiction of African Americans.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.3: 2001 Toyota RAV4 
advertisement. Produced by 
Saatchi & Saatchi (Szczesny, 
2001). 

Figure 6.4: This 20th century 
Blackface image represents a 
negative representation of 
African Americans, usually 
associated with creating the 
belief that Blacks were 
content with the oppressive 
conditions of slavery. 
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Surface level cultural insight may have assisted the advertiser in identifying a cultural 

trend. However, deeper insight about the African American consumer may have revealed 

the impact this image has on African Americans identity. Understanding this correlation 

may have influenced the creative team to take a different approach. Although the case 

studies didn’t refer to the Toyota advertisement, in general, Participant A states that 

integrating cues “has to be done right.” Furthermore, one case study revealed the 

importance in understanding the relevance of a cultural cue. Participant B explains that 

consumers understand “who they are as a brand. They know what they can and can’t get 

away with. Because if you see [the client] trying to be too cool, you’re not going to buy 

it.”  

It is also important for advertisers to recognize that culture changes. Specific to 

African American culture, Participant A believes advertisers should understand that “it is 

not a static thing… and being cultural creators and enhancers it’s a moving, flowing thing. 

It’s always changing.” This case revealed how advertisers could take a subtle approach to 

integrating African American cultural cues into an advertisement. Participant A says: 

One way, you could start off with the music. The music is going to 
say something. Casting is going to say something. Those two 
things on their own though, you could be selling to anybody. 
Maybe the way something is said, the way a line is delivered. You 
may want to pull up the destination that lends itself to the African 
American segment. He’s going to so-and-so ballroom in Detroit, or 
maybe even Harlem. How he talks to his kids. What’s that person 
wearing? How they’re wearing it. The latest fashions are going to 
be more important to the African American community. And we 
can dial it up, dial it down, dial it back, and we play with it, and 
there’s just so many ways that you can bring a cue across. 
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The case studies revealed that advertisements still delineate the diversity within 

African American culture. Likewise, these advertisements often represent a small portion 

of how the African American community is defined. As African Americans have been 

becoming more prominent in media, they desire to have more diverse representations that 

define and represent the community. Not only is it important for advertisers to understand 

the history of the African American market, but also the current trends and psyche of the 

community.  

From Insights to Strategy 

The case studies revealed that creating an effective strategy is derived from 

consumer research specific to the target market. This research must also be presented to 

the in a way that allows the advertising agency to have a shared understand the consumer 

(Drewniany et al. 2008; Miller et al. 2006). It is the stage between fact gathering and 

creative execution, which will include answering, “Who you are talking to,” and “what do 

you want them to know, understand, and feel?” (Drewniany et al. 2008, pp 110-111). 

Participant B explains: 

Ideally the client comes to you because you’re the expert on that 
consumer. You’re the expert on what cues are going to speak to 
them and help persuade them to have an affinity for your brand. 
You’re constantly trying to educate both the clients, yourself, and 
the creative team on the activities of the consumer and where they 
are, what they’re doing. We’re always trying to help them 
understand the African American consumer mindset, and that 
they’re not always in the clubs. They’re lawyers, they’re doctors, 
they’re a wide range of people. 

For example, Participant B manages an internal blog for her agency, which is designed to 

educate their staff and clients on underrepresented aspects of the African American 
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culture. The blog posts consist of important African American achievements, events, 

people, and values that are often underrepresented. Yet these aspects are important, 

relevant and offer in-depth knowledge that speaks to the diversity within African 

American culture. Participant B says:  

We send [the blog] to the client and our agency. So that everyone 
in the agency is trying to be as smart as they can because you never 
know who is going to have a conversation with somebody about 
something. So we just want everyone to be prepared and educated. 

Participant B explains that dissemination of this information is internal, but it helps 

everyone better understand how to connect with the African American community. These 

insights are crucial for advertisers to create an effective strategy, and will give agencies a 

competitive advantage when establishing relationships between brands and their 

consumers. However, a challenge for many advertisers is to stay current with cultural 

changes in society. One case study emphasized developing strategies that will stay 

relevant when there is a shift in culture. Participant C summarizes: 

You should have an insight, you should already be aware of all 
these things, these changes, or you should be predicting these 
changes and making your brand or your client aware of the things 
that are happening. You know, so when you come up with a 
concept it has to be a 360 concept, or else it’s no use. 

The cases revealed that having a system where all the departments in an agency are able 

to learn about their consumer might prevent unfavorable cues from being included. It 

may also encourage the client to feel more confident in the agency’s ability to engage 

consumers. 
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Advertisers as Cultural Influencers 

 Researchers argue that advertisers have a unique role of both reflecting and 

shaping culture (Kelly et al. 2005; Chambers 2008). It is believed that an advertisement’s 

message is “designed to attract attention, to be readily intelligible, to change attitude and 

command our behavior” (Pollay 1986, p. 18). Although many social scientists believe 

that advertising does not directly penetrate the minds of its viewers, it is the continuously 

reproduced messages that impact the viewer’s perceptions (Gerbner 1980; Pollay 1986). 

Participant A summarizes:  

Advertising at its best does 3 things; I hope I can remember what I 
always say. It will seek to mimic the culture, seamlessly. It will 
seek to influence the culture. Or, it will seek to create culture. It’s a 
powerful position to be in, you know? You can be a cultural 
influencer. 

Reconstructing the stereotypical identities of African American culture in 

mainstream advertising and media is an important role for many African Americans in 

the advertising industry. African American consumers also respect cultural cues that 

diversify and positively reflect the community (Chambers 2008; Miller et al. 2006). As 

testimony to this, Participant A states:  

It is important to me to be an up-lifter and to try and hope that with 
advertising, which is what I’ve always done and what my blog is 
about, I want to show where stereotypes were hurting us and when 
they’re wrong. We have that power of that voice. 

The cases highlight the advertiser’s role in recreating the portrayals of African Americans 

in mass media. Nevertheless, one case exhibited the role consumers now have beyond 

spending power to recreate the hegemonic identities of African Americans in media.  
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A powerful tool that consumers now use is social media and the Internet, in which 

users have direct access to consumer brands. Account planners in the advertising industry 

also use these platforms to better understand consumer’s wants and needs. The social 

media sites to consumer product companies often house positive and negative feedback 

from consumers. Social media assists advertisers to further analyze how their consumers 

think and feel about brands or products, and influence how messages are tailored towards 

consumers. Participant B states, “Our creatives know how to speak to the audience. They 

know how the consumers speak to each other.” This often allows for advertisers to create 

targeted messages that feel more like conversations. 

Fortunately, social media and the Internet have created dialogue between 

corporations and consumers. It also helps advertisers better understand consumer identity, 

and use knowledge direct from the consumer to help influence behavior. This may further 

encourage the agency to use accurate insights that better reflect consumer culture. 

Participant C states: 

Because of the Internet, everyone has a voice. And everyone’s 
voice counts now. Every brand and every product is now 
transparent, and people do see what brands and what products and 
things in the market, you know, they see them for what they are. I 
think all of that is changing the mindset of the brand or a product, 
or of a marketer in general. Now, it’s about expressing my point of 
view and everyone has access to that point of view. My soapbox is 
now a computer. 

Overall, the cases suggest that the consumer’s ability to interact with brands is changing 

the ways consumers are targeted. Consumers have more opportunities and places to 

express their opinions, which forces advertisers to react swiftly. For example, the 
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controversy surrounding the Burger King advertisement featuring Mary J. Blige 

generated online. Within days of releasing commercial, it was pulled from the Internet. 

Although YouTube claimed it was related to copyright infringement, the overwhelming 

negative response from consumers is undeniably significant.  

 

 

  



41 

Chapter 7: Conclusion, Implications and Limitations 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how advertising professionals use 

cultural cues in advertising production practices to reach the African American market 

while cultivating perceptions of African American culture. More specifically, this study 

focused on advertising professional’s perceptions of African American culture, and the 

relevance of those cultural cues throughout subcultures within the African American 

community. These case studies provide insight into the production process of target 

marketing for the African American market. This process includes learning about culture, 

generating ideas relevant to the culture, and creating advertisements with the intent to 

connect consumer culture to a brand or product. The following is discussion of the 

findings, implications, and recommendations for future research. 

 As reported in the interviews, advertisers use what Appiah (2004a) describes as 

“culturally embedding” advertisements with cultural cues to assist viewers in attaching 

meaning to a brand or product. These cues provide ways for viewers to connect with the 

brand, and internalize the message with the intent to influence their future purchasing 

behavior (Deshpande et al. 1994; Pollay 1986). As the theoretical framework highlighted, 

the repetition of the messages rather than a single impression may influence an individual 

to alter their relationship with a product, brand or aspect of culture (Gerbner 1980). When 

using African American culture to market a brand, advertisers should consider the affects 

these messages not only have on creating a perception about a brand, but also how the 

advertisement creates a perception of African American culture. 
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 There are multiple themes from within African American culture from which 

advertisers can draw cultural cues. However, some of the most common themes revealed 

from the case studies are centered on race of the character, aspiration and authenticity. 

Although the race of the character alone may not yield a favorable response, it is an 

important for African Americans to see characters that look like them. An implication for 

advertisers is to determine prominence of African American characters, and which roles 

they play. These factors will often generate favorable responses from African American 

viewers. Advertisers should also consider integrating aspirational cues into 

advertisements. In an account from Participant B, aspirational cues can be as subtle as the 

setting or environment. For example, advertisements themed around education are a 

common method to represent aspirational cues for the African American community. The 

idea of authenticity also tends to be an effective African American cue. Authenticity 

represents a connection to one’s identity, history and respect for others within the African 

American community. Although not explained in detail by the participants, easily 

identifiable cues such as music, fashion, setting, and language cues are also relevant to 

the African American culture. However, the effects that advertising has on shaping 

African American identity should also be a consideration for advertisers when integrating 

cultural cues (Chambers 2008; Kern-Foxworth 1994; Miller et al. 2006; Williams et al. 

2004). 

In reference to what Miller et al. (2006) describes as the “filter,” the participants 

explain that integrating cues into advertisements should be done with a full understanding 

of the consumer’s identity. The psychological baggage from racial oppression in this 
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country has caused African Americans to be sensitive to their image in media (Kern-

Foxworth 1994; Miller et al. 2006). The controversy surrounding the Toyota’s Rav4 and 

Burger King's Crispy Chicken Snack Wrap advertisements are just a couple of examples 

that have created negative response from African Americans. Although including the 

cultural cues into the ads may have been harmless in preproduction, the racial 

insensitivity led to the production of unfavorable stereotypes. However, one case study 

emphasizes that not all stereotypes should automatically be dismissed. When integrating 

cues derived from popular stereotypes, advertisers should do so with caution. 

Determining the relevance cues can be a challenge, but investing additional resources 

into consumer research will often yield a better return on investment. 

Cultural cues generated from consumer research will assist advertisers in 

developing culturally relevant insights about African Americans. These insights will help 

advertisers understand how African Americans think and feel about a particular brand or 

product (Drewniany et al. 2008; Miller et al. 2006; Williams et al. 2004). Once 

advertisers are able to determine the psyche of their target consumers, there is more 

potential for the strategy to be effective. As explained in this report, it is important for the 

creative team, the account team, and the client to fully understand their target consumer. 

The in-depth knowledge provided by account planners is usually a starting point for 

comprehending the perspectives of the consumer. From this understanding, the creative 

team can then create an effective communication strategy that reflects the voice of the 

consumer.  
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Understanding the influence advertising has on society is an important 

consideration for advertisers. For example, individuals who rarely interact with African 

Americans in real life may rely on media for interpretation of African American identity. 

Thus, many African American and multicultural advertisers strive to create positive 

images of African Americans in media and advertising (Chambers 2008; Crockett 2008; 

Miller et al. 2006; Williams et al. 2004). Furthermore, the Civil Rights era was 

instrumental for consumers to recognize the influence they have as consumers to demand 

positive representations the African American community in advertising (Chambers 

2008; Kern-Foxworth 1994). In the 21st century, the Internet and social media have 

become powerful tools in the consumer’s ability to voice their opinions. 

Limitation 

 The case study method in this report allowed for an in-depth analysis of targeting 

practices for the African American market. However, the nature of the methodology led 

to some limitations. As a qualitative study, the report is unable to make generalizations of 

the targeting practices of advertising professionals. Future research may want to include 

other methodological approaches such as focus groups or non-participant examination of 

the creative and research teams. Another limitation involves the participant’s ability to 

recall information. This may have led to the omission of certain details in their 

explanations of targeting practices and cultural cues. 

The participant’s level of comfort in responding or explaining some of the 

targeting practices may have also limited the range of the research. Although participants 

were informed and signed the study’s confidentiality agreement, two of the participants 
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mentioned feeling uncomfortable and fearful of revealing sensitive information about 

themselves, their company, or their clients. There is potential that the participants may 

not have mentioned other details they didn’t want to discuss. However, it is difficult to 

determine what would have made the participants more comfortable with expressing 

themselves.   

Future Research 

 This study provides a framework around current and recent trends of cultural cues 

and targeting practices. Future research may want to consider linking generational 

differences between cultural cues. Examining how cues affect African Americans of 

various demographic backgrounds may also be informative. As mentioned by one of the 

participants, culture changes, and changes often. Future projects may also want to 

examine how cultural cues affect consumers based on the climate of the culture. The 

commonly used cultural cues such as music, language, and fashion were not explained in 

detail in this study. Future research may want to make a comparative analysis of how 

these aspects of African American culture affect various segments of the general market.  

Lastly, future studies should include advertisers from multicultural and general 

market agencies to allow for the widest range of perspectives. Since the participants were 

asked to recall information based on experience, future research may also include 

prompting advertisers with ads and asking them to explain the cues, their suggestions for 

improvements. 
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