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March 1, 2009

To the Advertising Standards Agency,

We are writing to make a formal complaint against the UK Government Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) for its recent print advertising (non-broadcast) campaign entitled "Benefit Thieves: We're Closing In.”  The campaign was launched in November and ads have since appeared on TV, radio and in newspapers as well as on ATM screens, transit shelters, online banners and posters [www.dwp.gov.uk/mediacentre/pressreleases/2008/nov/hse110-031108.asp].
The print public advertising campaign, which is detailed on the DWP website  [http://www.dwp.gov.uk/campaigns/benefit-thieves/], depicts various images of low-income people who are labeled “benefit thieves.”  Each image includes a circular “bulls-eye” which is “targeting” a person who, the viewer is lead to believe based on appearance alone, is a benefit "thief."  The accompanying caption reads: “We’re closing in.” 
We wish to make a complaint against this print advertising campaign, in relation to its violation of the rules and principles of the Committee of Advertising Practice (CAP) Code, on the following grounds:

1) The campaign uses violent imagery that is excessive and inflammatory. This visual cue of the “bulls-eye” circles, along with the campaign slogan "we're closing in" indicates that the individual is about to be shot, presumably by government officials or police. By invoking the imagery of guns / military targets, the DWP implies that so-called “benefit theft” warrants a violent, militarized state response. Not only is this metaphor excessive, unjustified and offensive, but it also normalizes state violence as response to social and economic problems.  We believe that the violence portrayed in this image is in contravention of the following CAP rules and principles:

2.1 All marketing communications should be legal, decent, honest and truthful.
2.2 All marketing communications should be prepared with a sense of responsibility to consumers and to society.
9.1 No marketing communication should cause fear or distress without good reason. Marketers should not use shocking claims or images merely to attract attention.
9.2 Marketers may use an appeal to fear to encourage prudent behaviour or to discourage dangerous or ill-advised actions; the fear likely to be aroused should not be disproportionate to the risk.

9.3 Marketers should not mislead about the nature or extent of the risk to the personal security of consumers or their families if consumers do not buy the advertised product.
9.4 Marketers should not explicitly inform consumers that, if they do not buy the product or service, the marketer's job or livelihood will be jeopardised.
11.1 Marketing communications should contain nothing that condones or is likely to provoke violence or anti-social behaviour.
2) The campaign relies on, and perpetuates harmful stereotypes of low-income people. The images in the ads conjure stereotypes of benefit recipients as fundamentally untrustworthy, lazy and undeserving.  For example, one image depicts an overweight woman walking away from what is presumably her home, which appears as a council flat or subsidized housing. The man leaning in the doorway behind is dressed in non-professional clothes, implying that he does not work outside the home. The look on the woman’s face indicates that she is untrustworthy. These images pander to stereotypes that low-income people are fat, lazy and dishonest. By invoking such stereotypes, the ads create an atmosphere of suspicion, distrust and surveillance of all people who are poor and / or (believed to be) on benefits. By implying that benefits recipients are criminals, the ads perpetuate the view that poor people are undeserving of basic dignity and respect. We believe that the violence portrayed in this image is in contravention of the following CAP rules and principles:

2.1 All marketing communications should be legal, decent, honest and truthful.
2.2 All marketing communications should be prepared with a sense of responsibility to consumers and to society.
5.1 Marketing communications should contain nothing that is likely to cause serious or widespread offence. Particular care should be taken to avoid causing offence on the grounds of race, religion, sex, sexual orientation or disability. Compliance with the Code will be judged on the context, medium, audience, product and prevailing standards of decency.
3) The combination of stereotypes and violent imagery may incite discrimination, harassment and even violence against low-income people. By invoking the imagery of guns / military targets, the UK government is sending a tacit message that violence is acceptable when directed at low-income people / benefit recipients.  Indeed, by explicitly asking people to report on potential “benefit thieves”, the ads invite the viewer to assume the position of the person holding the gun / looking through the target viewer.  The ads therefore hail the viewer as someone who not only engages in surveillance of poor people, but as one who has the metaphoric power to pull the trigger. 
The framing of images of women within gun targets is particularly concerning. The image noted above, for example, depicts a woman outside a home with a man watching her from the doorway of the home in the background. The woman is encircled by the bulls-eye target. As a stand-alone ad, the image evokes strong associations with, domestic violence. Given the serious and pervasive problem of violence against women in this country, it is highly disturbing and deeply contradictory to invoke such violent imagery in these ads.  If the Home Office is serious in its commitment address domestic violence as “a cross-Government priority” (National Domestic Violence Delivery Plan, 2006) then other departments should not be invoking images which are counter to those efforts. We believe that the violence portrayed in this image is in contravention of the following CAP rules and principles:
2.1 All marketing communications should be legal, decent, honest and truthful.
2.2 All marketing communications should be prepared with a sense of responsibility to consumers and to society.
5.1 Marketing communications should contain nothing that is likely to cause serious or widespread offence. Particular care should be taken to avoid causing offence on the grounds of race, religion, sex, sexual orientation or disability. Compliance with the Code will be judged on the context, medium, audience, product and prevailing standards of decency.
9.1 No marketing communication should cause fear or distress without good reason. Marketers should not use shocking claims or images merely to attract attention.
9.4 Marketers should not explicitly inform consumers that, if they do not buy the product or service, the marketer's job or livelihood will be jeopardised.
10.1 Marketing communications should not condone or encourage unsafe practices. Particular care should be taken with marketing communications addressed to or depicting children (see section 47).
11.1 Marketing communications should contain nothing that condones or is likely to provoke violence or anti-social behaviour.
This ad campaign is fundamentally posited on an anti-poor sentiment that is deeply unethical for a public service whose self-proclaimed principal aim is to "support those who can't work" (DWP Website, Aims). 

We are calling on the Advertising Standards Authority to investigate our complaint and take action to remove the ads as soon as possible. 

Sincerely,

The AHRC Centre for Law, Gender and Sexuality

