
This article explores the role and interpretation processes of puns in print advertising

The function of punning (wordplay) in advertising varies from double meanings to

humorous effects. Textual analysis based on a pragmatic approach (branch of

linguistics) demonstrates how advertisements with the use of punning can be

interpreted within the context. A combination of qualitative content analysis and

pragmatics reveals that the ambiguous meanings of puns can be interpreted by the

audience according to their background and inferential knowledge. This article

contributes to the theoretical knowledge of advertising and its creativity by applying

the linguistic approach to this research area. This study attempts to show how texts

can reveal some interesting and important issues within advertising communication,

which in its turn can generate some further discussions.

INTRODUCTION

The conditions of advertising texts force the ad-

vertisers to adopt various verbal and visual de-

vices to attract more customers. The language of

advertising is the product of a linguistic context in

which messages are aimed at enormous audiences

representing a range of backgrounds that can only

be guessed at by the advertisers. Writers of adver-

tising have no personal interaction with the cus-

tomers of their linguistic production, and there is

no scope for the instant reaction that may let

advertisers correct any interaction mistakes (Bru-

thiaux, 2000). Thus, advertisers have to find effec-

tive ways of communicating with their potential

consumers.

McQuarrie and Mick (1996) place advertising

language in the context of the study of rhetoric

and observe it. One of the ways to attract custom-

ers' attention is through the use of figures of

speech. A figure of speech has been defined as an

artful deviation from audience expectation (Cor-

bett, 1990). Rhetorical figures (figures of speech)

are some of the few elements of advertising style

that have received academic attention (Leigh, 1994;

McQuarrie and Mick, 1996; Mothersbaugh, Huh-

mann, and Franke, 2002; Stern, 1988). According

to Leigh (1994), synchronic, cross-sectional analy-

ses show rhetorical figures such as puns and

alliteration were common features in print adver-

tisements in the early 1990s. Leigh (1994) finds

that 74 percent of all advertisements with a head-

line contained a rhetorical figure.

There is much more to the rhetorical tradition

than a discussion of figures (McQuarrie and Mick,

1996). Researchers have categorized advertising

texts in terms of linguistic categories (Vanden

Bergh, Adler, and Oliver, 1987) and have shown

that certain linguistic features are used more of-

ten than others (Schloss, 1981); for example, puns

are characteristically exploited by advertisers,

which makes it an interesting subject for a fur-

ther research.

Figures of speech include common features and

functions in language, but they also contain cer-

tain distinguishing characteristics. This study sug-

gests that punning should receive detailed attention

from advertising researchers. There-fore, this re-

search explores solely the function of punning in



advertising texts and aims to offer the

textual analysis of this device within

the context of advertising to understand

the benefits of puns for advertisers.

PUNNING IN ADVERTISING

Puns are another way of adding extra

dimensions to language. Broadly defined,

a figure of speech entails the use of words

in a manner that is varied from common

use (Leigh, 1994). Pun is a figure of speech

that expresses a few meanings within one

which can lead to a humorous effect. Thus,

it can be perceived as a convenient and

economic device for print advertising

where space is constrained. Readers face

a task to interpret the meaning that is

more informative or relevant within the

context. Redfern (1982, p. 273) calls pun

"a recycle of language." Ambiguity car-

ried by puns might cause difficulties to

the comprehension process if not enough

of an explanation is provided in advertis-

ing texts. Hence, misinterpretation of puns

can occur in cases of overcomplicated ideas

in advertising. For instance, Hermeren

(1999) uses the United Airlines advertise-

ment "Some like it Haute," where many

meanings can be incorporated, such as

the comparison of service or food in the

airlines with the French word "Haut."

Hermeren (1999J also mentions the film

Some Like It Hot (1959), where the idea of

the advertisement might have taken place.

Hence, the pun in this case expresses var-

ious ideas, but not ali are relevant to the

context.

Visual content and design in advertis-

ing can have a huge impact on the cus-

tomer, but it is the language that helps

people to distinguish a product and de-

rive the required information. The En-

glish language is known for its wide

vocabulary. Where many other languages

have only one or two words that carry a

particular meaning, English may have

many more {Vestergaard and Schroder,

1985). Consequently, English advertising

can obtain more diverse phrases attract-

ing the attention of potential customers.

According to some researchers (Kirsh-

ner, 1970; Tanaka, 1992), puns might be

more popular in one culture than in oth-

ers. Analyzing advertising language,

Kirshner (1970) claims he found twice as

many instances of wordplay in English or

American advertisements as in French.

His conclusion was that such advertise-

ments were in direct line of descent from

the English wordplay tradition of Shakes-

peare. As rhetoric is the art of persuasion,

one could justifiably refer to advertising

language as an example of rhetoric. The

reason why puns are used more in some

countries than in others has to do with

the cultural values of management; it

does not reflect the sense of humor of

advertising audiences that can be ex-

pressed through puns. It can suggest that

the speaker and the audience share com-

mon ground, that they are likely to

share views, and that the speaker's mes-

sage should be agreed on. Humor can

also be persuasive by relaxing the listen-

er's attitude and so prevent him or her

from noticing some detail that he or she

might resist.

There is a natural humour and creativ-

ity in the very nature of advertising. Ev-

ery advertisement expressed in an unusual

setting is funny. This is a way of saying

that any advertisement deliberately at-

tended to is amusing. Advertisements are

not meant to be intended for conscious

utilization. Advertisements with the use

of the pun in their context draw attention

to themselves as such (Redfern, 1982).

Advertising uses puns to avoid bore-

dom and also to express a few meanings

in what are usually short phrases; for

example, in the headline from an adver-

tisement in a tourism brochure for tour-

ism activities in Ireland: "Ireland—where

driving is still a pleasure." The advertiser

uses the pun in the Ireland advertisement

to communicate two meanings, but intend-

ing to express one. The audience is left to

derive the meaning that is the most rele-

vant in the above context. Knowing that

the advertised product is Ireland, the

reader would interpret the following: "Ire-

land is a place where no one is in a rush,

thus even driving is a pleasurable pro-

cess." The image of Ireland as a pleasur-

able destination is expressed through the

pun, which draws the associations be-

tween driving speed in Ireland and Ire-

land as a place to pass time. Advertisers

refer to punning as an economical tool for

advertising, where space is expensive and

short messages are better for attracting

the attention of the audience. Short eye-

catching phrases get more attention by

the readers and thus are in higher de-

mand by the advertisers.

Punning frequently occurs in advertise-

ments (Leigh, 1994). Puns serve an impor-

tant function in the context of advertising

language. Advertisements are designed to

persuade consumers to buy an advertised

product. Advertisers apparently believe
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that puns are helpful in reaching this aim.

First, as pointed out above, the pun is

frequently a humorous device. A humor-

ous message can give the audience a pleas-

ant experience. Second, the pun can be

considered as a puzzle due to its ambigu-

ity. Solving a puzzle is a pleasant experi-

ence because it allows the audience to feel

good about their intellectual capabilities,

by showing them that they have the rele-

vant knowledge to solve the pun (Van

Mulken, Van-Enschot-van Dijk, and Hoe-

ken, 2005). In an advertisement for a tour

operator, the advertiser attracts attention

by using the form of the pun: "Dive in

and get some fantastic holiday offers.. . ."

Knowing that it is an advertisement of the

tour operator, the audience will extract

the intended meaning of "dive in" as "look

among the numerous holiday offers."

Because the primary purpose of all ad-

vertising is implicitly understood by ev-

eryone in advance, there is a need for

diversification. Wordplay, with its humor,

double meaning, and recreations, intro-

duces variety and refreshment into the

word text. Puns are a way around the

limiting rules in Great Britain of the

advertising controllers: that advertise-

ments should be legal. Thus, puns can

prevent boredom, but should not lose the

intended content. The words of advertise-

ments need to double-talk, If advertise-

ments told only the obvious truth, they

would be dull and boring. So they have

to be indirect, present approximately rel-

evant information, and let the addressee

think about the interpretation; they have

to say one thing and suggest another,

which is the very nature of punning. Thus,

puns let advertisements express several

meanings in an economical way.

Advertising is about association: asso-

ciating a particular product with a partic-

ular firm and with an idea of quality,

and so word and thought associations

(repetitions, metaphors, puns) obviously

come into helpful play (Tanaka, 1999).

The capability of punning to convey more

than one meaning associated with the

product in such an economical way is

the quality that advertisers cannot ignore.

The pun is left to be interpreted by the

audience in their own way, although within

the semantic and grammatical rules of the

language: the effect is not unpredictable

although is it not controllable. Puns allow

the advertisers to avoid a part of respon-

sibility in the interpretation of the in-

tended meaning. McQuarrie and Mick

(1996) qualify puns as one of the more

complex forms of rhetoric. Puns generally

require more processing effort than mes-

sages where simple forms of rhetoric are

used, such as schemes (i.e., rhyme or al-

literation) (Phillips and McQuarrie, 2002).

However, the role of puns cannot be under-

estimated by advertisers. Pragmatic

approach is introduced to illustrate the

issues within the interpretation process of

punning.

STUDY METHODS

To explore the process of understanding

how punning works in advertising and

how its meaning is recovered, qualitative

research is undertaken. Qualitative re-

search is a mixture of the rational, the

explorative, and the intuitive, where the

skills and experience of the researcher

play an important role in the analysis of

data (Ghauri and Gronhaug, 2005). Ac-

cording to Dachler (2000, pp. 577-78), the

meaning of doing qualitative research is

based on an epistemological view that

rejects the notion of an objective theory

that is known in its "so-being" and can be

discovered independently of the process

of inquiry. Subjectivity involves processes

of interpretation, processes of sense mak-

ing, and processes of feelings and emo-

tions. This kind of study does not lead to

completely scientifically rigorous research

because the researcher's interpretation of

what she finds out is important. The au-

thor uses content analysis to identify fre-

quency rates of particular phenomena

(punning) in the body of research texts

she deals with.

Silverman (2000) argues that successful

textual studies recognize the value of work-

ing with a clearly defined approach. Hav-

ing chosen the approach (e.g., semiotics

or discourse analysis), the researcher has

to treat it as a "toolbox" providing a set of

concepts and methods to select the data

and to clarify the analysis. The need for

the integration of content analysis with

other approaches to text analysis in mod-

ern linguistics has been recognized for

some time. This study links content analy-

sis with the subfield of linguistics, namely

pragmatics.

The study by Phillips and McQuarrie

(2002) is one of the few to link a qualitative

content assessment to a quantitative con-

tent analysis of the same advertisements.

The combination of these two methodolo-

gies appears to have much to recommend

it (Phillips and McQuarrie, 2002). A con-

tent analysis alone could not have identi-

fied increases in layering (the use of several

figures of speech in one advertisement) and

decreases in anchoring (follow-up expla-

nation of the figure of speech), inasmuch
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as a content analysis can only count what

is already known to exist (Phillips and Mc-

Quarrie, 2002). Conversely, the content as-

sessment alone could never have produced

convincing evidence of either trend. This

research follows an interpretive approach,

combining, as needed, qualitative and quan-

titative content analyses.

The author analyses the content of 400

advertisements selected from the promo-

tional material (of 2005) of Thomas Cook,

Thomson, and StaTravel companies and

from the following publications: The Times

(1973, 1975), The Sunday Times (1975), The

London News (1977), Vogue (1973), and Cooks

Holiday Programmes (1968,1972,1975,1977-

78,1982-83). As the research interests of the

author lay in the tourism area, the the-

matic of tourism is chosen for this research.

The thematic of the advertised product does

not influence the results of this work. As

this study is a piece of qualitative explor-

atory research, the author uses a nonprob-

ability convenience sample. Nonprobability

sample techniques are appropriate in this

research as external validity is not required,

and the objective of this study is to identify

trends and not try to generalize to a larger

population. Nonprobability sampling pro-

vides a range of alternative techniques based

on the researcher's subjective judgment

(Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2003). Four

hundred advertisements were selected for

this study because the argued phenom-

enon was found in these advertisements.

More advertisements would not change the

outcome of this study as it is based on in-

dividual interpretation processes of texts

rather than quantitative measurement of the

variables.

The first stage of the analysis extracts

puns from the sample of the advertise-

ments for a further interpretation. This pro-

cess is achieved by providing each

advertisement with the number (from 1 to

400) and run frequency tests in SPSS (11.0).

To assess the reliability two independent

judges, both unaware of the nature of this

study, were trained by the researcher to con-

tent analyze advertisements to identify the

examples contained puns. Each coder an-

alyzed each advertisement twice to ensure

intercoder reliability Definitions, explana-

tions, and examples of the punning were

provided to both of them. Close attention

was paid to advertisements where ambi-

guity was involved. For the purposes of this

study, punning and ambiguity were iden-

tified as having a close relationship and thus

both were considered and selected for fur-

ther analysis. Frequency occurrences were

carried out for all 400 advertisements to de-

termine the overall characteristics of the ad-

vertising. Intercoder reliability is a widely

used term for the extent to which indepen-

dent coders evaluate a characteristic of a

message and reach the same conclusion (Be-

relson, 1952; Weber, 1985). Cohen's Kappa

was used to assess intercoder reliability.

Kappa has a range from 0 to 1.00, with larger

values indicating better reliability. Gener-

ally, a Kappa > 0.70 is considered satisfac-

tory. In this study Kappa = 0.730, which is

sufficient. This process hopes to reduce

biases in coding; however, completely un-

biased research dealing with interpreta-

tion of texts is not achievable (Edelheim,

2007). In this situation, the study's out-

comes would reflect the researcher's expe-

rience, knowledge, and values.

Furthermore, the advertisements have

been textually analyzed to distinguish is-

sues of the communication process within

advertising. Each of the selected advertise-

ments has been analyzed by the re-

searcher to interpret meanings hidden

behind the use of puns. Puns have been

interpreted within the advertising con-

text, and the outcomes are presented in

the following section.

Eighty advertisements with puns have

been selected from the sample of 400. The

main criterion for the choice of advertise-

ments was a presence of ambiguity. This

sample was sufficient to demonstrate how

puns can be interpreted and how the am-

biguity is understood within the context

of advertising. Those cases are content-

analyzed within the pragmatic approach,

Relevance Theory. The Appendix demon-

strates all 80 advertisements that include

ambiguous meanings expressed through

a pun. The next section provides a brief

overview of Relevance Theory and illus-

trates how it can be applied to the inter-

pretation of ambiguity in puns. Every

advertisement has been analyzed; how-

ever, due to space constraints, the section

demonstrates advertisements where more

functions of puns have been identified to

bring out more fruitful discussion. Simi-

lar models can be constructed from other

advertisements where puns are present,

but it is not necessary to illustrate it in

this article to avoid repetition.

ANALYSIS OF PUNNING

Punning is recognized as a widely used

device in advertising due to the charac-

teristics it contributes to the language. It

is suggested here that a pragmatic ap-

proach is able to explore why some mean-

ings, but not others, are recovered in the

process of interpretation of puns in ad-

vertising. Researchers (Leigh, 1994; Phil-

lips and McQuarrie, 2002) show the

dominant usage of puns in advertising,

but Relevance Theory can take the work

further by interpreting how the adver-

tiser communicates with consumers

through puns. The development of a prag-

matic theory of Relevance by Sperber

and Wilson (1981, 1986) has provided a

new framework for the analysis of puns.

Pragmatics is defined as a theory of ut-

terance interpretation, confronting prob-

lems such as, for example, how to

disambiguate ambiguous sentences or how

to interpret appropriately utterances whose

content is superficially irrelevant to their

context (Smith, 1982). The major aim of

270
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pragmatic theory is to present an explicit

explanation of how individuals decode

statements. According to Relevance Theory,

more processes need to be involved in

the interpretation of puns, not just cod-

ing and decoding.

In the advertisement "Dive in and get

some fantastic offers" (no. 16 in the Appen-

dix), the relevance of the pun is maximized

by the reward obtained from the process-

ing effort required for the maximization of

contextual implications. Maximizing rele-

vance, according to Sperber and Wilson

(1981), is just a subject of gaining informa-

tion from the mixture of a proposition and

a context in the most efficient way, and it

seems sensible to think that all conceptual

information is processed with this aim. The

advertiser tries to make his message as rel-

evant as possible to the reader. The reader

has a systematic expectation of relevance.

According to Relevance Theory (Sper-

ber and Wilson, 1981), if the addressee

suspects that the communicator has delib-

erately chosen an overelaborate stimulus

and caused him some extra processing

effort, he might doubt the communica-

tor's true intention to communicate and

refuse to produce extra effort to process

the utterance. The advertisement "Dive in

and get some fantastic offers" allows the

customer to derive the optimally relevant

meaning as the reader knows that the

message occurs in the context of advertis-

ing for the tour operator and the adver-

tiser implies "diving in" as "an action to

choose from a wide variety of offers" (Har-

ris, Sturm, Klassen, and Bechtold, 1986).

Here the advertiser's interest coincides

with that of the consumer. It is in his

interest to be understood and therefore to

make it as easy as possible for the receiver

to understand him. The stimulus he pro-

duces must be the most economical one he

could have chosen to achieve the intended

effects and nothing less will do (Tanaka,

1992). The language in context of advertis-

ing accepts the use of puns as it assists the

advertisers to achieve the intended effects.

The following examples demonstrate

puns' functions in relation to principles of

Relevance Theory. The example (1) is the

advertisement for Access credit cards in

Thomas Cook brochures in 1970s (see the

Appendix, advertisement no. 57):

(1) Access helps you travel light. Access.

Simply a better way to pay- Worldwide.

The principles of relevance and consis-

tency help the reader to recover the in-

tended interpretation. According to the

interpretation that "travel light" means

"travel with a light luggage," the audience

would derive the following assumption:

(2) Access helps you travel with a light

luggage anywhere in the world.

Known that it is a credit card advertise-

ment, assumption (2) would bring certain

contextual effects, which include the

following:

(3) Access offers you a better way to pay

without carrying all the cash with

yourself.

The interpretation (2) will have to be re-

jected by the consumer, as inconsistent

with the principles of consistency and rel-

evance, and in particular with the fact

that it is an advertisement, it is for credit

cards, and it is found in Thomas Cook

brochures. Having rejected the first inter-

pretation to come to mind, the audience

would realize that the second phrase of

the advertisement "simply a better way

to pay" means that it is an advertise-

ment for credit cards, and the utterance

(3) will be derived from the addressee's

interpretation.

The aims of advertisements to attract

the attention of the consumers will be

achieved by the above phrase as the rele-

vance to the context has been questioned

by the receiver. And, thus, the message

stays longer in the minds of the readers

as they would think of its real meaning. It

will be more successful in attracting the

audience's attention than an advertising

message such as, "Use our credit card

when you go abroad," which they may

entirely ignore. According to Tanaka (1992),

the purpose of this message is not to

convey a novel idea. As the ultimate mes-

sage is so obvious, in this case "Use our

credit card," it may well be made more

appealing for the audience if there is a

puzzle to solve (Tanaka, 1992). The mes-

sage may achieve some of its appeal be-

cause it reads initially as if it was about

luggage, rather than about credit cards.

The audience receives a pleasant intel-

lectual experience by resolving the in-

tended meaning of the pun. This could be

a deliberate action by the advertiser in

order to increase contextual effects of the
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text. The addressee is rewarded for solv-

ing the pun by understanding the in-

tended meaning of the advertisement and

not ignoring it (Tanaka, 1992). There is

the possibility that with no pun used, the

audience would have paid no attention to

the advertisement, and hence it would

have achieved no effect. So the effort

needed to process the pun is still the

minimum the advertiser was justified in

demanding, given that he wanted to

achieve the effect he did (Tanaka, 1992).

According to Relevance Theory (Sper-

ber and Wilson, 1981), the ostensive stim-

ulus is the most economical the advertiser

could have used to achieve the intended

effects (Tanaka, 1992). The ostensive stim-

ulus is a deliberate behavior of the ad-

vertiser that can be explained assuming

that he/she provides evidence of intend-

ing to give more informative details in

the text- In this case (1) the phrase is the

most economical one the advertiser could

have used to achieve the intended ef-

fects, for, without going through the whole

process, the readers would not even no-

tice the advertisement.

The advertiser intends to communicate

to his audience only one meaning. The

advertiser intended "travel light" to ex-

press "travel without cash" and can also

mean "travel light" as "travel without

luggage as you can buy anything you

need with our credit card." There are a

few ways to interpret the advertising text

and the audience will continue to search

for other interpretations (McQuarrie and

Phillips, 2005).

Puns perform the correlating function

seen in all advertisements, but in a way

that asks to be interpreted. Condensation

draws together both the denoted and con-

noted meanings of the advertisement,

therefore making a link between them, so

that this decoding involves not finding a

meaning, but finding the hidden link be-

tween two meanings.

The Thomas Cook advertisement "Don't

just book it, Thomas Cook it!" (no. 7 in

the Appendix) is a good example of using

condensation to perform the basic adver-

tising function of linking the product and

a quality or an idea. Thomas Cook, the

tour operator, becomes synonymous with

the measure of quality. By naming the

product in the form of the action (imper-

ative form of the verb "Thomas Cook it"),

the advertiser emphasizes that Thomas

Cook offers a good booking service. Tho-

mas Cook is made into an absolute, de-

spite its linguistically relative quality: Don't

just book it, Thomas Cook it!

The additional processing effort de-

manded is complemented by the increased

strength of the message conveyed or by the

increased memorability of the text (Tanaka,

1992). The advertisement with the use of

the pun stays in the receiver's mind longer

due to the additional effort required to pro-

cess the pun. The extra uncommunicated

interpretation provides access to denota-

tive meaning that is used in processing the

intended interpretation and thus gives rise

to additional contextual effects (Tanaka,

1992). According to Tanaka (1992) two

meanings can be successfully communi-

cated in the text.

The advertisement achieves optimal rel-

evance in communication with puns in

advertising despite the extra processing

effort of its ambiguous meanings, because

it is the most economical way to achieve

the contextual effects in advertising text

(Tanaka, 1992).

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the pun is a figure of speech

beneficial for use in advertising. This is

explained by characteristics of punning

and its functions in advertising, which

range from double meaning to humor.

Puns are ambiguous, which makes its in-

terpretation not clear cut. Relevance Theory

helps to explain how the ambiguous mean-

ings can be interpreted in the context of

advertising. Certain styles are not accepted

in everyday language, but seem to be

appropriate for the expressions used in

the persuasive language of advertising. The

use of punning in advertising offers an

example of how advertising language can

be more than just another use of language:

it is a special and inventive use of lan-

guage that serves the advertiser's commer-

cial purposes while satisfying the audience's

need to enjoy their language. Pun as a de-

vice for capturing attention with a humor-

ous effect and double meaning is expected

to be utilized in advertising language as it

fulfills the purpose of advertising—to at-

tract attention and sell products.

Further work can be conducted to test

the assumptions made in this article against

empirical data to find whether the assump-

tions can be generalized. This article

contributes to knowledge in theoretical

and methodological concepts within ad-

vertising depiction via linguistic devices

and hopes to generate some further
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discussions within the area. Hence, the

article aims to be considered as a starting

point for research into the vast subject of

linguistic approach in print advertising.
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