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LESSON

Teacher Guide

Literal and figurative meaning in advertising

You will often find figurative language in literature, especially in poetry. It is important to understand figurative
language in order to appreciate all the textures and beauty of poetry. However, in this lesson, we want to show
you that figurative language doesn’t only have a place in the classroom, but that it affects our day-to-day lives.

Lesson Outcomes



By the end of this lesson, you should be able to:
• identify and interpret figurative language in
advertising

Lesson notes

Advertising is successful because it creates a
desire in us, the consumers, to buy the products.
An important aspect of creating that desire is the
language the advertiser uses.
Figurative language plays a very important role
in advertising. Before you spend your money
unnecessarily, it is important for you, as a consumer,
to understand how figurative language is used to
manipulate people into buying certain products.
You may have seen advertisements like these:

This expression means: without obligation. It is a
figurative usage of language. So, if an advertisement
offers a free trial on a new vacuum cleaner, with “no
strings attached”, it does not mean that some vacuum
cleaners have strings hanging out of them. Instead,
it means that you can try out this particular vacuum
cleaner and return it without any problems, if you
decide that it does not suit you.

Curriculum Links

LO 4: Language
• use a range of figurative language such as
idiom, idiomatic expressions and proverbs with
developing appropriateness

This does not mean that the car literally has bells and
whistles attached to it. Instead it means that it has
extra features such as power steering, central locking
and air conditioning.
Advertisers don’t only use expressions that
people know; they also make up their own. These
expressions are called slogans.
A slogan is a catchy phrase that is associated with
a particular product or service.
Almost every advertisement has a slogan to ensure
that we remember the product.
For example “Too fresh to flop”, “C for yourself” and
“Sheer Driving Pleasure”.
The success of figurative language lies in its ability to
communicate a lot of information or emotion in very
few words. So, we can say that figurative language is
evocative. This means that it reminds us of something
that we already know, and intensifies our emotional
reaction to it.
However, the difference between figurative and literal
language is not always emotional.
Figurative language often relies on a humorous
mind-picture of the literal meaning to be effective. For
example, the slogan “Everything keeps going right”
doesn’t literally mean that the car can only turn right; it
means that nothing will go wrong with the car.

?

TASK

Explain the idiomatic meaning of the phrase “to
turn the tide” in the sentence:
“The assault on the mountain fortifications
turned the tide of the war”.
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