delivering the message

okyo is an overwhelming
T visual presence in the

recent Hollywood hit, Lost
in Translation. In this movie, a
fading American movie star is
imported as a celebrity endorser
for a Japanese advertising cam-
paign and the cultural disorienta-
tion he experiences evokes feel-
ings of loneliness and frustration.
Such feelings would be shared,
perhaps, by some American mar-
keting executives trying to attract
Japanese consumers with made-
in-America advertising ideas.

The western world is preoccu-

pied with semantics, perpetually
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concerned with the meanings of
words. Precision in verbal and
written communication is the
basis upon which most Americans
do business. Western advertisers
tend to focus on what an adver-
tisement says, seeking unique sell-
ing propositions and persuasive
language for the commercial
messages that they broadcast to
build their brands.

Yet even a brief glance at
Japanese television programming
reveals that the Japanese aesthet-
ic is quite different and - like
their written language, with its
ideographic, picture-based com-

ponent —is more visually driven

than America’s. In the last few
years, research on how the
mind works has revealed
that the brain processes
words and pictures
quite differently.
Indeed, we have
discovered that

the old saying, “a

picture is worth a
thousand words,” is
simply untrue. All

images, in particular
the images of advertis-
ing, contain experien-
tial, emotional content
that cannot be putinto
words. This aesthetic
information actually
goes into a different part
of the brain than words
do —and yet it plays an
equally important role in
building brands.

Modern researchers have
learned to stop thinking of the
human eye simplistically as if it
were just a recording device like
a camera. We now understand
that the eye works more like a
search engine. Moment by
moment, it continuously, pre-
consciously, filters the visual
imagery flowing toward it. The
human eye is a gatekeeper to
the mind.

Experience garnered while
undertaking research in the
Japanese market for major com-
panies like Unilever N.V., IBM
Corp. and Intel Corp. has demon-
strated the importance of looking
at advertising through the eyes of
the target audience. Flow-of-
attention graphs show how
Japanese consumers filter the
visuals in television ads to focus
on some things and ignore
others. The graphs, derived by
collating spontaneous reactions,
constitute a powerful new
research tool that can be
deployed to improve the visual
impact and performance of
advertising in Japan.

For advertisers, therefore, it is
imperative to understand which
images are crossing cultural and
national boundaries, and what
emotional resonance they gener-
ate. Pictures contain untranslat-
able information that creates the
strong emotional responses that
are the underlying basis for build-
ing strong brands. The lesson for
advertisers trying to build global
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brands is clear: In order to under-
stand the response of your target
audience to your advertisements,
words are not enough.

You cannot simply ask con-
sumers in Japan to verbalize
what they think and feel about
a TV commercial, and leave it at
that. Such an approach would be
to repeat the classic mistake that
foreigners make of accepting
at face value what is said in
meetings with their Japanese
counterparts without paying
attention to what is being com-
municated nonver-bally.
Effective communicators, even
in English, do not ignore the
subtle signals of body language,
eye contact, facial expression,
voice modulation and even
periods of silence. To do so is
even more fatal when conveying
word-based concepts to a more
visually based culture.

The yin and yang of west-
meets-east describes the creative
tension inherent in advertising
effectiveness: words versus
images, the rational versus the
emotional. To be successful in the
Japanese market, you need to see
the whole picture. Otherwise
brands, and the businesses they
build, will be lost in translation.
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