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There is a significant need for a paradigm shift in advertising and
climate change scholarship. While content- and consumer-based
work in advertising is useful, especially in terms of creating
messages to target deniers of global warming (Atkinson, 2017), it
is limited in its ability to directly assist with climate change
mitigation. Reimagining advertising systems as gatekeepers, that
distribute advertisements under conditions that take into account
production processes, may be able to make up for this limitation.
Rethinking the manner in which advertising transactions occur in
order to advertise in media, by moving them away from strict business and financial
exchange interpretations, to a new exchange system also based on environmental
concerns, may be the most effective contribution to climate change mitigation the field of
communication can offer. There is limited time left to reverse the direction before
dangerous, potentially irreversible changes in the Earth’s climate occur (Anderson, 2012;
Foster, 2017).

Before the transition to capitalism, advertising was almost non-existent,
while excess and consumerism were mostly eschewed (Dyer, 1982). During
this period, the impact of advertising on economic performance was minimal,
and human-made carbon dioxide emissions were too low to significantly
damage the planet. This dramatically changed with the transition to
capitalism and the various stages of the industrial revolution. Advertising became an
integral part of the new system of production. The manner in which capitalism viewed and
interacted with nature, mostly through domination and subjugation (Cook, 2011;
Gunderson, 2015), shaped the way in which advertising would eventually interact with
nature. In essence, capitalism subsumed advertising to reflect its existent relationship with
nature (Holm, 2017), which meant that advertising transactions were primarily defined in
business terms that ignored societal and/or environmental ramifications. Under this
arrangement, advertising transactions became oblivious to the non-commercial
consequences of their mode of operation and ignored both the pre and post-advertising
stages of products or services that were advertised. Promoting overconsumption along with
products and services with environmentally unsustainable modes of production meant that
advertising would help widen the metabolic rift with the Earth and significantly contribute to
the ecological crisis (Baran & Sweezy, 2013; Corbett, 2002; Jhally, 1997; Morgan, 2015;
Schutz, 2011; Shapiro, 2014).
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It’s now time to reverse this arrangement. Because capitalism is at odds with planetary
sustainability (Foster, 2017; Klein, 2014), building a new advertising system will require
scholars to think outside of the boundaries created by capitalism. While Foster (2017)
argues there is a need to turn to the social sciences to “understand the social causes of
climate change, and the necessary solutions” (p. 93), he also points out that much of the
work in the social sciences is compromised and ideologically compelled to address issues
in terms set by capitalism, which excludes most perspectives that challenge that system or
its boundaries.
Examining advertising outside of this context is quite challenging as the field is polarized
between industry-oriented academics whose research is often administrative, and, at the
fringes, critical scholars who see advertising as an extension of capitalism and therefore
conceptualize it without positive agency. For the most part, while advertising is seen as a
powerful tool that can create demand to increase consumption to meet capitalist production
(Dyer, 1982; Faraone, 2011; McChesney, 2004; Galbraith, 1969), most critical scholars
have yet to see its potential power to meet the demands of alternative production models
based on environmental sustainability or its ability to help transition out of capitalism. This
assumption limits propensities to reimagine what an advertising system could look like if it
wasn’t subsumed under capitalism. It also limits abilities to harness and reverse the power
of the current advertising distribution and transactional systems for environmental
mitigation purposes.

According to Foster (2017), the “danger to the planetary environment posed by the
accumulation of capital is all-encompassing. This means that the ecological revolution will
have to extend eventually to the roots of production itself” (p. 110). An advertising policy
that addresses modes of production for products and services would go a long way as an
incentive for manufacturers to change their behavior. It may even assist in the overall
transformation away from an exploitative and unequal economy toward a new system
based on a more harmonious relationship with nature and human development. In this
sense, advertising can be viewed as a powerful mechanism within a system. Moreover,
adjusting it has the potential to significantly redefine the nature and direction of that
system.

It’s time to divorce advertising from its harmful relationship with capitalism and nature so
that it can be used to help reverse the trajectory of the climate crisis. There is a need for
advertising scholarship to image a new system of advertising policies that can pressure
industries to transition their production processes to create more environmentally
sustainable products and services. The questions become: what will new advertising
distribution systems look like? How will they be regulated? Will they be limited to
environmental issues, or will they also address social and psychological concerns? How
would such a system do this?
While there is little doubt advertising assisted the overall process that created global
warming, it also has immense power and potential to help propel the planet out of the
present climate crisis. It is merely a tool and we can define it how we want it to work for
humanity. Using the advertising system as a gatekeeper, perhaps starting with significant
fees for products and services that excessively contribute to global warming, may be the
most useful and effective way the field of communication can contribute to mitigating
climate crisis.
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—

(1) Advertising content is irrelevant and external to this paper. Instead, the focus is on the
transactions and advertising distribution systems. Transactions occur when people or
organizations purchase advertising. Distribution occurs when an organization or
communication medium then publishes the advertisement within its media outlets. In this
sense, the transaction process is the gate-keeping function that allows advertising to be
distributed in media.

(2) Of course not every advertising campaign works, and not everyone consumes products
after they view an advertisement. That said, there is a strong relationship between
advertising, economic performance and consumption. For example, during the industrial
revolution, advertising became increasingly important in terms of developing and
expanding new business markets (Northrup, 2003), which significantly assisted in the
development of consumer economies (Park, 2017). In sum, advertising can increase
economic growth by stimulating spending, consumption, production and investment
opportunities (Baran & Sweezy, 2013).
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