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Walter Dill Scott

Psychology of Advertising



Scott's brother John helped him to procure a position in the psychology department at Northwestern, and within one year he was promoted to assistant professor and made director of the psychological laboratory (Applegate 1994, p. 307). By 1902 Scott was teaching applied psychology in advertising, and began writing books on the subject. The first published was Theory of Advertising in 1903, followed by Psychology of Advertising in 1908, and Psychology of Advertising in Theory and Practice in 1921. Scott wrote other books during this time as well, many of which applied psychology to other aspect of business such as public speaking, personal management, and sales (Zusne 1975, p. 275). 

During his years spent at Northwestern writing and teaching, Scott was promoted to associate professor in 1905 and then to professor in 1908, a post which he retained for the next twelve years while also acting as head of the Department of Psychology (Applegate 1994, p. 307). Although many of his colleagues felt anything practical was beneath them in their academic world, Scott could see the social benefits possible through the practical application of psychology to other areas, such as advertising (Lynch 1968, p. 150). 

Those applications led to his ambitious work as a pioneer in the advertising field. Although Psychology of Advertising was written ninety years ago, many of the rules and principles discussed are still relevant. For example, the four principles of improving memory, as detailed by Scott, are repetition, intensity, association, and ingenuity (Scott 1908, p. 9). Ask any advertising student how many times a person must see an ad before they will remember it, and they will give you answers ranging from three to five. The point is that they will have some notion that repetition is important. Below you will find an advertisement illustrating the third principle, association. Of the four memory aids, association is deemed most important by Scott. Unfortunately, this ad associates buying children's shoes with the purchase of gold bonds. When this book was written, such an association would not have been successful since women bought shoes and did not buy bonds (Scott 1908, p. 19). Other points made by Scott in his book are that humor aids in the memory of an ad (Scott 1908, p. 16) and that symmetry is visually appealing to the viewer (Scott 1908, p. 34). Humor is still one of the best ways to get people to remember your advertising. And it has been said that the square is more pleasing than the rectangle. 
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Scott 1908, p. 19 

This ad suggests the wrong association. 
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Scott 1908, p. 197 

Creativity is used to facilitate the ingenuity memory aid. 
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Scott 1908, p. 16 

This ad uses very dated humor to appeal to customers. 
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Scott 1908, p. 35 

The above advertisement appeals to a desire for symmetry in a chaotic world. 



"The sense organs (the organs of sight, sound, taste, smell, temperature, and touch) are the guardians of the body, and whatever appears good to these sentinels is instantly desired, and ordinarily such things tend to the preservation and furtherance of the welfare of the body, but we choose them simply because they appear pleasing and not for ulterior ends" (Scott 1908, p. 58). Many human instincts are cited by Scott to effect our perception of advertising. Some of these instincts and their motivations are detailed in the above quote. The instincts for food and clothing are two of several instincts detailed by Scott. Today students memorize the hierarchy of needs, and it is interesting to see how many of those needs are so obviously detailed in Scott's writing, even the highest need, that "instinct affecting the 'social self'" (Scott 1908, p. 70). 
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Scott 1908, p. 58 

This ad entices the reader. 
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Scott 1908, p. 65 

The above advertisement appeals to the hoarding instinct. 



Many of the observations made by Scott are inherent in today's advertising practice. Appeals for sympathy, demonstrated in the obesity ad found below, can be found in various campaigns. For example, a political candidate may cite wrong doings of another candidate in an appeal for voter's sympathy (Scott 1908, p. 45). Suggestion is another method that has been around since Scott's day. The doctor in the following advertisement is endorsing the use of a particular coffee. Actor's in recent years have portrayed doctors in commercials for all varieties of over the counter medicines. Students of advertising also learn that when advertising food, the food should be visually appealing. This connects with the food instinct, as well as our desire for food to be associated with appealing things. The White Star Coffee ad below does nothing to make the product appealing. It is safe to assume that most people do not want their food and drink to be associated with frogs. 
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Scott 1908, p. 44 

This ad provokes sympathy. 
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Scott 1908, p. 89 

Doctor's have been recommending various products in ads for decades. 
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Scott 1908, p. 209 

This association of frogs with food is not successful. 



Walter Dill Scott's field of work was never narrow, and in 1917 he took a leave of absence while acting as director of a committee with the U.S. Army whose purpose was to formulate procedures that would facilitate the rating and classification of officers and personnel. Scott's earlier application of psychology to advertising led to the application of "psychological principles of advertising to military problems [such as] motivation of enlistments, production of propaganda to stimulate civilian and military morale, and the like" (Camfield 1970, p. 106). This position led to a colonel's commission from 1918 to 1919 (Applegate 1994, p. 307). 

Another leave of absence had been taken the year before while Scott was working at the Carnegie Institute of Technology. During the rest of Scott's teaching career, extraneous activities and commitments continued to be of importance. He formed a personal consulting firm, the Scott Company, acted as president of the American Psychological Association, and chaired the American Council on Education. When he was appointed president of Northwestern University in 1920, many of these activities had to be put on hold. The next nineteen years were devoted to his presidency at Northwestern, from which he retired in 1939. Scott died sixteen years later, on September 23, 1955. 
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