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ABSTRACT. This paper investigates the use of weasel claims in advertisements in English
and Serbian. Weasel claims represent a form of covert communication and
are characterized by the use of deliberately vague and misleading language.
In the advertising discourse, this linguistic device helps advertisers to deal
with sensitive issues, overcome consumers’ distrust and thus influence their
behavior.

The research has been conducted on a corpus of 100 advertisements that
belong to various categories, such as cars, cleaning products, cosmetics,
drinks, food, etc., published in printed magazines and online sources from
the year 2000 onwards. The aim of the analysis is to identify manifestations
of weasel claims in the corpus, establish similarities and differences regard-
ing their use in the given languages, and show how they influence the inter-
pretation of the advertising message and create consumer behavioral
patterns. Descriptive and contrastive analyses have been employed in the re-
search. The study also draws on Grice’s Cooperative Principle. The results
will show that this deceptive tool is widespread in both languages and that
its use in the advertising discourse in Serbian requires further research.
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INTRODUCTION

Advertisements represent a form of public (addresses anonymous
audience), one way communication about goods, services, causes,
ideas, organizations, etc., which is carried out through means such
as telephone, newspapers, magazines, radio, the Internet, etc., and
whose objective is “to change the thinking pattern (or buying
behavior) of the recipient, so that he or she is persuaded to take the
action desired by the advertiser” (Advertisement, n.d., Vestergaard
and Schroder, 1985, pp. 10, 13–14). In an attempt to attract a wide
range of consumers and influence their buying behavior, advertis-
ers employ a variety of linguistic strategies. A commonly used
strategy is covert communication, which means that advertisers
often choose to convey their communicative intention without
revealing the informative one. According to Tanaka (1994, p. ix),
“the distinction between the informative intention, the intention to
inform the audience of something, and the communicative inten-
tion, that is, the intention to reveal this informative intention, is
crucial in accounting for covert communication”. In addition to
influencing consumers’ buying behavior, covert communication
enables advertisers to deal with sensitive issues while “avoiding tak-
ing responsibility for the social consequences of certain
implications arising from advertisements” (Tanaka, 1994, p. 42).
This linguistic strategy clearly violates the Cooperative Principle
that is generally assumed to govern communication (Grice, 1975;
Yule, 1996). The Cooperative Principle, defined by Grice (1975, p. 45),
states the following: “Make your conversational contribution such
as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted pur-
pose or direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged”.
This means that there is a generally accepted unstated assumption
among the participants in interaction that their talk exchange is
based on truthful, clear and relevant utterances (Yule, 1996, p. 37).
In Tanaka’s (1994, p. 21) opinion, Grice formulated this principle in
order “to make the important claim that the speaker tries to meet
certain standards in communication, and that the hearer uses these
standards in deriving what the speaker intends to communicate”.
Advertisers exploit this principle in order to influence consumers’
interpretation of advertising messages and accomplish their goals
i.e. sell a product or a service. 
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This paper investigates the use of weasel claims as a form of covert
communication in advertisements in English and Serbian. The first
part offers the theoretical framework, i.e. definition and description
of this phenomenon based on contemporary dictionaries of English
language, and literature that deals with advertising language and
covert communication (Larson, 2012; Myers, 1994; Rudinow and
Barry, 2008; Schrank, 1988; Tanaka, 1994, etc.). The second part pre-
sents the results of the research that has been conducted on a corpus
of 100 advertisements in English and Serbian, taken from printed
and online sources, with the aim of illustrating various manifesta-
tions of weasel claims in the given languages and the ways in which
they create consumer behavioral patterns. Finally, the paper briefly
looks into the application of Grice’s Cooperative Principle in adver-
tisements from the corpus, with the aim of gaining more insight into
the process of interpreting weasel claims.

WEASEL CLAIMS: DEFINITION AND ORIGIN

Both Oxford Dictionary of English (2005) and Webster’s New Encyclopedic
Dictionary (1994) define weasel words or claims as a form of deliber-
ately vague, ambiguous, or misleading speech. Oxford Advanced
Learner’s Encyclopedic Dictionary (1993) and Collins English Dictionary
(1994) also provide information regarding their usage. According to
Oxford Advanced Learner’s Encyclopedic Dictionary (1993), weasel words
“reduce the force of what one is saying” and are “used when one
wishes to avoid committing oneself to a definite statement”, while
Collins English Dictionary (1994) states that such words or statements
are employed when a person wants “to avoid answering a question
clearly or to make someone believe something that is not true”.
Schrank (1988) observes that weasel words initially “appear sub-
stantial”, but upon closer look, they “disintegrate into hollow
meaninglessness”. They frequently occur in written or spoken dis-
course characterized by persuasive nature, such as advertisements
and political speeches.

The deceptive character of weasel claims is based on an
addressee’s inference that stems from his/her expectations associ-
ated with the conveyed message. Rudinow and Barry (2008, p. 317)
state that when the addressee hears or reads a message that contains
a weasel word, he/she tends to ignore it and focuses only on the
claim. For example, a lexeme help, one of the most frequently used
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weasel words in advertisements, is often found in phrases such as
“helps stop, helps prevent, helps fight, helps overcome, helps you feel, helps
you look”, i.e. advertised products help keep us young, help prevent cavi-
ties, help keep our houses germ-free and the like (Rudinow & Barry, 2008,
p. 317). The lexeme help means aid, assist (Rudinow & Barry, 2008, p.
317), and does not guarantee that the statement is true. However, the
recipients of a message interpret helps stop as stop and helps prevent as
prevent. This interpretation actually represents the desired result.
Therefore, as Rudinow and Barry (2008, p. 317) point out, “once help
is used to quantify a claim, almost anything can be said after it”.

Another frequently employed weasel word is virtually as in the slo-
gan For virtually spotless dishes nothing beats Cascade. Although virtually
means almost, recipients of the message tend to infer the meaning
that the product leaves the dishes spotless. According to Larson
(2012, p. 436), “if the product truly did the job it promises to do, the
word virtually would be irrelevant”.

Myers (1994, pp. 67–68), who investigated vague language in
advertisements, says that it is “worth distinguishing” ambiguity
“from another indeterminate use of meaning, in which no definite
meanings can be pinned down”, and which is found in the use of
words such as “quality, excellence, style, incomparable” and the like.
He (1994, p. 68) notices that such lexemes are particularly common in
advertisements for luxury goods and services. Schrank (1988), on the
other hand, associates them with advertisements for parity products
and concludes that “since no one superior product exists, advertis-
ing is used to create the illusion of superiority”. Therefore, it might
be noted that weasel claims are widespread in the advertising dis-
course in general, which will also be confirmed by the research that
follows.

As far as the origin of the term is concerned, various sources sug-
gest its relation to a weasel’s habit to suck out the content of the egg,
without seemingly breaking the shell (Collins English Dictionary, 1994;
Rudinow & Barry, 2008; Schrank, 1988; Weasel Word, n.d.; Webster’s
New Encyclopedic Dictionary, 1994). However, such weasel behavior
has not been confirmed by scientists (Weasel Word, n.d.). 

According to The Phrase Finder (Weasel Words, n.d.), some of
Shakespeare’s plays contain evidence which indicates that such
belief existed in the past – in Henry V (1598) Shakespeare wrote: The
weazel Scot Comes sneaking, and so sucks the princoly egg, and As You Like
It (1600), contains the following line: I can suck melancholy out of a song,
as a weazel sucks eggs.
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The first recorded use of the term weasel word dates back to 1900,
when it appeared in the article titled “Stained Glass Political Plat-
form” by Stewart Chaplin, which was published in The Century
Illustrated Magazine (Weasel Word, n.d.; Weasel Words, n.d.). 

THE RESEARCH: AIM AND METHODOLOGY

The research conducted in this paper is based on a corpus of 100
advertisements in English and Serbian that belong to the following
categories: cars, cleaning products, cosmetic products, drinks, food,
etc., and that have been used in various printed and online sources
from the year 2000 onwards. The advertisements in Serbian have
been taken from magazines such as Esquire, Gloria IN, Harper’s
Bazar, Lisa, Men’s Health and a video-sharing website You Tube,
while the advertisements in English have been found in magazines
such as Glamour, Seventeen, the website Ads of the World, which
represents a huge database of advertisements from all over the
world, and You Tube. As far as the corpus in Serbian is concerned, it
needs to be mentioned that the advertisements which refer to for-
eign products or services often represent a translation that has
sometimes undergone certain adaptations to a greater or lesser
degree, while the advertisements for the domestic products and ser-
vices represent the original messages. This observation needs to be
taken into account in the research, because it might affect the
results of the study. 

The aim of the analysis is to illustrate various manifestations of
weasel claims in both English and Serbian, compare their usage in
the given languages, and show how they covertly influence consum-
ers’ interpretation of a message and direct their behavior towards
the advertisers’ desired outcome (i.e. the purchase of a product or a
service). Therefore, descriptive and contrastive analyses have been
employed in the research. The first method has been used to
describe, categorize and interpret weasel claims, which can shed
light on the ways this linguistic device creates consumer behavioral
patterns. This part of the research is based on the descriptions and
classifications offered in Larson (2012), Mallery (n.d.), Schrank (1988)
and Vidaković (2008). It also briefly addresses Grice’s Cooperative
Principle (1975) with the aim of giving deeper insight into the inter-
pretation of the advertising messages. Contrastive analysis has been
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used to draw similarities and/or differences with regard to the use of
weasel claims in English and Serbian.

THE RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH

A very frequent manifestation of weasel claims comes in a form of
unspecified comparison, where the element that should serve as a
basis for comparison is left out. For example, when consumers read
the slogan Ford has a better idea, they do not know which other prod-
uct the advertised car is being compared to, and therefore cannot
measure the extent to which a certain feature has been improved,
i.e. one cannot measure better, if the starting point i.e. good is not
identified or defined. Making comparison requires the existence of
a reference point which, in this case, is omitted, and the resulting
statement is not as informative as it should be. This phenomenon is
illustrated by the examples taken from the corpus in English (exam-
ples 1– 8) and Serbian (examples 9–16).

1) Skin looks younger, healthier, more radiant. (Glamour)

2) Uplifting Results. Younger eyes in an instant. (Glamour)

3) Stand out with a brighter, bolder designer smile. (Glamour)

4) Rosier color. Creamier feel. (Glamour)

5) For healthier looking skin. (Glamour)

6) See brighter, smoother skin in just one week. (Glamour)

7) Bigger. More powerful and ready for action. 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gOImUeM36DA)

8) Fast just got faster. (Ads of the World) 

9) Jače delovanje na bore i čvrstinu kože u mesec dana. (Gloria IN)

10) Colgate Max White for Men. Za belje i sjajnije zube. (Men’s Health)

11) Vozite dalje. Živite bolje. (Men’s Health)

12) Mekana Lunarlon pena koja se nalazi u međuđonu učiniće da svaki tvoj
kontakt sa podlogom bude mekši i stabilniji. (Esquire)

13) Muzika nikada nije bolje zvučala. (Esquire)

14) Vode ovih karakteristika imaju bitnu ulogu u prevenciji i očuvanju zdra-
vlja. One omogućavaju bolju hidrataciju organizma, na taj način se naše
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telo alkalizuje i neutrališe negativne produkte metabolizma. (Lepota i
zdravlje)

15) DIS. Platićeš manje.

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-wljynm_-6Y)

16) Traje 3x duže nego što ste očekivali. 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6HzbgKSOd4Q)

The underlined examples show that unspecified comparison is
used to reinforce the meaning of a message, i.e. to add the compo-
nent of superiority to an advertised product. For example, the use of
adjectives rosier and creamier in Rosier color. Creamier feel. implies the
improvement in colour and feel of the advertised makeup, while fur-
ther and better in the advertisement Vozite dalje. Živite bolje. (Eng.
Drive further. Live better.) suggest that the Renault servicing and
maintenance office helps drivers enhance their driving experience
and thus improve their lives. General expectation regarding the use
of comparative forms in advertisements (which require a basis for
comparison and imply the change for the better), as well as the
background knowledge (consumers know that advertisers cannot
compare their products or services to the competitive ones explicit-
ly) may eventually lead the consumers to think that the advertised
product (makeup) is a better choice compared to products of the
same category offered by other brands, while the consumers’ deci-
sion to have their car checked or serviced in the servicing and main-
tenance center is desirable, because it would not make sense to
decline an offer that promises a better driving and living experi-
ence. However, at the same time, these messages are vague because
there is no reference point which would inform the consumers of
the extent to which the improvement has been or will be made (i.e.
we cannot measure the improvement suggested by rosier, creamier,
further and better) or which brand the given product is compared to
so that the difference and benefits are made obvious. This phenom-
enon actually corresponds to the definition of weasel claims as a de-
vice used by communicators (advertisers in this case) to avoid
committing themselves to making definite statements (Oxford Ad-
vanced Learner’s Encyclopedic Dictionary, 1993). 

Schrank (1988) observes that “the only time better can be used is
when a product does indeed have superiority over other products in
its category or when better is used to compare the product with some-
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thing other than competing brands. An orange juice could therefore
claim to be better than a vitamin pill, or even the better breakfast drink”.
He (1988) also highlights a specific use of the superlative form best. In
his opinion, best should be interpreted as equal to in advertisements,
i.e. “best means that the product is as good as the other superior
products in its category”. Therefore, the use of this superlative form
in the advertisements Braid gives you the best protection at home and
on-the-go. (Seventeen); Najbolji izbor za vaše dete. (Eng. The best choice
for your child.) (Lepota i zdravlje); Najbolje rešenje za vaš pod. (Eng. The
best solution for your floor.) (Lepota i zdravlje) does not necessarily
guarantee that the advertised products are the best in their own cat-
egory. This is particularly the case when the superlative form is
accompanied by a hedging device, which “indicates that what we are
saying may not be totally accurate” (Yule, 1996, p. 38). For example,
in the advertisement Perhaps it’s not that strange that probably the best
air purifier in the world was created here (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=he0Kxis_Z2Q&t=55s), the claim of superiority has been
explicitly weakened by the hedge probably.

Weasel claims are frequently manifested through the use of num-
bers in a prepositional phrase. Such use of weasel claims can be
detected in the following examples taken from the sources in English
(examples 1–6) and Serbian (examples 7–10).

1) Starting at $22,500. (Glamour)

2) Mightiest protection for even the skin tightest. Up to 100% leak-free peri-
ods. (Glamour)

3) Brighten, whiten, freshen, and save up to 30% per load. (Glamour)

4) World's only body wash with fragrance touch technology. Touch your skin
to release fine fragrance for up to 12 hours. (Glamour)

5) Olay Total Effects fights 7 signs of aging. Reviving skin to look up to 10
years younger in 4 weeks. (Glamour)

6) The Tiguan. From only $ 24,999. 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Z2q9o0kcaA)

7) Pružite vašoj koži kvalitetnu negu i obezbedite joj svežinu i vitalnost u to-
ku 24h. (Lisa)

8) Banca Intesa: Do 48% niža kamata na revolving. Odloženo plaćanje do 45
dana bez kamate. (Gloria IN)

9) Super kaša sadrži i do 75% lako rastvorljivih ovsenih pahuljica. (Lepota i
zdravlje)
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10) Do 3x brže čišćenje masnoće. 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vnyvIG13MtQ)

The numbers accompanied by a preposition in the examples above
convey a vague idea of the actual benefit associated with the use of
the advertised product or service. For example, the phrases up to
100% and do 75% (Eng. up to 75%) refer to any value between 0% and
the stated percentage point (i.e. 100% and 75% respectively). Also,
starting at and from just followed by a number (i.e. price) express an
indefinite price range. Furthermore, u toku 24 sata (Eng. during 24
hours) does not explicitly mean all day.

However, consumers initially tend to read these claims in such a
way so as to reach the best possible interpretation, i.e. up to 100% is
probably interpreted as close to 100% or even 100%, which, however,
is rarely true. Such interpretation actually reflects their
expectations.

In addition to the above mentioned examples, the same effect is
achieved by the use of lexemes and phrases such as more, over, as
much as, as little as, under, less than, etc. in English (Albrighton, 2010),
or više od, preko, samo and the like in Serbian. According to Albrighton
(2010), depending on the lexeme or expression used to provide a
vague numerical range, people will either overestimate or underesti-
mate the value or quantity. Albrighton (2010) even gives an example
in which the combined use of up to and more suggests a benefit that
exceeds consumers’ expectations, as in Save up to £50 or more! How-
ever, upon closer analysis, this message is clearly a nonsensical
claim, because up to and more exclude each other semantically.

Weasel words also comprise verbs and nouns such as help, attack,
fight and the like, which suggest proactive aspect of products. i.e. the
advertised products seem to offer effective solutions to consumers’
problems. This is illustrated by the examples taken from the sources
in English (examples 1–3) and Serbian (examples 4–7). 

1) Olay Total Effects fights 7 signs of aging. (Glamour)

2) Baking Soda plus Oxi Clean stainfighters. A powerful 2-in-1 laundry deter-
gent. (Glamour)

3) […] made from carefully selected oats that can help lower cholesterol.

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WKagAiiWRT0)
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4) Vichy Liftactive Supreme objedinjuje [RAMNOZU 5%] i [DAY-PROOF
KOMPLEKS] za borbu protiv pojave znakova starenja, pogotovu onih koji
se javljaju uveče. (Gloria IN)

5) Izuzetna nega sa dva patenta pomaže u borbi protiv znakova starenja ko-
že. (Lepota i zdravlje)

6) Pruža podršku imunom sistemu i štiti od alergena […] kao pomoć kod viru-
snih prehlada i kijavice alergijskog porekla. (Lisa)

7) Verujte snazi Q10 plus bisernih perli u borbi protiv bora. (Harper’s Ba-
zar)

Lexemes such as fight, fighter and help in the corpus in English, and
podrška (Eng. support) and borba (Eng. fight) in the corpus in Serbian
are, in Mallery’s (n.d.) opinion, “powerful and assertive words” that
convey the “impression of effectiveness”, though they actually re-
duce the force of the claim. For example, when consumers encoun-
ter a verb fight in Olay Total Effects fights 7 signs of aging, or pordška in
Pruža podršku imunom sistemu. (Eng. Provides support to the immune sys-
tem.), they tend to interpret fights 7 signs of aging as stops 7 signs of ag-
ing and provides support to the immune system as builds immune system.
Such interpretations represent the desired result. However, the lex-
emes fight and support do not guarantee success. Furthermore, in the
example […] carefully selected oats that can help lower cholesterol, the
verb help tends to be ignored by consumers in the process of inter-
pretation, i.e. they only focus on the concrete result – lower cholester-
ol, although this verb, as Mallery (n.d.) points out “takes the
meaning away from the rest of the claim”. The modal verb can even
further weakens the claim, because it actually conveys the meaning
that the product may not necessarily help lower cholesterol. There-
fore, the lexemes such as listed above represent weasel words – they
are misleading, i.e. covertly direct consumers’ inferential processes
so that their interpretation reflects the advertisers’ intended mean-
ing and not the actual meaning of the content.

Cases where the use of specific lexemes or phrases creates an illu-
sion of a desired result are also found in the following advertise-
ments in English (examples 1–6) and Serbian (examples 7–9).

1) Skin looks younger, healthier, more radiant. (Glamour)

2) […] Plus, every one of them leaves lips looking and feeling healthy and
beautiful. (Glamour)
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3) The professional strength formula, developed with Dr. Murad's proprie-
tary surface-filling and firming technologies, instantly lifts, firms and re-
duces the appearance of lines and wrinkles. (Glamour)

4) Dove advanced hair series: Beyond repair, hair that feels 100% regenerat-
ed. (Glamour)

5) It's designed for gorgeous results: a double dose of nature and science that
reduces the appearance of stress and aging, all while reviving tired skin.
(Glamour)

6) For healthier looking skin. (Glamour)

7) Bogata nega sa wow efektom! 100% bogata nega. 0% osećaja masnoće. Za
lice i telo. (Lisa)

8) Efekat liftinga tokom celog dana. (Gloria IN)

9) Flyknit materijal bez šavova nalazi se sa gornje strane patike i ima ulogu
da pruži osećaj podrške i komfora stopalu. (Esquire)

All the examples above imply that the advertised products bring
about a visible, genuine change. However, when a product reduces
the appearance of lines and wrinkles, it does not actually eliminate
them. Furthermore, when the advertisement claims that there is 0%
of greasy feeling, it does not mean that the skin is free of grease. The
message accentuates the feel of greaseless skin, not the exact state. 

Generally speaking, lexemes such as look, feel and appearance in the
corpus in English and efekat (Eng. effect) and osećaj (Eng. feeling) in the
corpus in Serbian tend to be omitted from the interpretation of the
message by consumers, who focus on the concrete, desired results
instead. In other words, reduces the appearance of lines and wrinkles is
interpreted as reduces lines and wrinkles, hair that feels 100% regenerated
as hair that is 100% regenerated, and pruža osećaj podrške (Eng. promotes
the feeling of support) as promotes support. The analysis of the examples
from the corpus shows that this deceptive tool is particularly com-
mon in advertisements for cosmetic products.

Weasel words are also found among adjectives and adverbs whose
meaning is vague, as in the examples taken from the corpus in Eng-
lish (examples 1–5) and Serbian (examples 6–18).

1) Super-volumized, super-extended, red carpet lashes. (Glamour)

2) Mightiest protection for even the skin tightiest. (Glamour)

3) Visibly repairs 2 years of damage. (Glamour)

4) Give your hair voluminizing boost it needs! (Glamour)
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5) The all-new 2016 Chevrolet Malibu features expressive styling that is sure
to take you by surprise. Premium lines and a precisely sculpted exterior
designed for exceptional aerodynamics unveil a presence that's truly un-
expected. (Glamour) 

6) Priuštite sebi PREMIUM uslugu za razumnu cenu. (Lepota i zdravlje)

7) Magnezijum doprinosi normalnoj funkciji mišića. Voda vašeg srca. (Le-
pota i zdravlje)

8) Prolećni vitaminski detox tretman. Obnavlja ćelije kože, vidljivo povećava
elastičnost i čvrstoću, snažno podiže nivo hidratacije. (Lepota i zdravlje)

9) Za samo dve nedelje: bore na čelu, oko nosa i usana se značajno smanjuju.
(Gloria IN)

10) Ubrzano obnavljanje kože iz dana u dan. (Gloria IN)

11) Osvežena i bistra. (Men’s Health)

12) Ekskluzivna dvostruko asimetrična četkica za savršen rezultat. (Har-
per’s Bazar)

13) Nova tekstura. Sveža i lagana. (Harper’s Bazar)

14) Posebna. Prirodna.

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ky7JA4Iz-uo)

15) Pričaj skoro besplatno o svemu i svakome. 99,99% popusta na razgovore s
omiljenom osobom! Izaberi osobu i odmah aktiviraj broj po odličnoj ceni.

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HKPFLF6Pjus)

16) Chipsos Mnogos Dobros! 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lA9XgLdi15I)

17) Kap Fairyja i toliko mnogo čistih sudova. 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u-2K_ROoCRE)

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6HzbgKSOd4Q)

18) Gust i koncentrovan. Traje neverovatno dugo. 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u-2K_ROoCRE)

The underlined examples show how certain adjectives and ad-
verbs reinforce the meaning of the advertising message, i.e. they
seem to enhance the improvement produced by the advertised
product (visibly repairs, snažno podiže hidrataciju (Eng. increasingly hy-
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drates), ubrzano obnavlja (Eng. rapidly renews), značajno smanjuje (Eng.
significantly reduces), vidljivo povećava (Eng. visibly enhances) etc.),
suggest its superiority (expressive styling, mightiest protection) or just
state the benefit without emphasizing it semantically as in the pre-
vious examples (razumna cena (Eng. reasonable price), skoro besplatno
(Eng. almost free of charge), etc.). However, the meaning of the adjec-
tives and adverbs in the examples above is vague in a sense that it
does not specify how noticeable visible repair is or to what extent
značajno smanjenje (Eng. considerable reduction) changes i.e. improves
the current situation. The same can be said for the adjectives such as
exceptional, osvežena (Eng. refreshed), posebna (Eng. special) and the
like, whose meaning cannot be determined precisely either.

Finally, it needs to be mentioned that advertisements rarely con-
tain only one weasel element. Sometimes the advertising message
represents a set of weasel claims, as can be seen in the following
example: It's designed for gorgeous results: a double dose of nature and sci-
ence that reduces the appearance of stress and aging, all while reviving tired
skin (Glamour). All the underlined elements are either vague (we do
not know the exact amount of double dose, how gorgeous and tired skin
are defined, or what nature and science actually refer to) or create an
illusion that the product induces a real change (reduces the appearance
of stress and aging). In other words, advertisers have produced an
impression of excellence, superiority and actual benefits which,
upon closer examination, are all superficial, insubstantial. 

GRICE’S COOPERATIVE PRINCIPLE AND 
INTERPRETATION OF ADVERTISING MESSAGES

It has already been stated that participants in interaction normally
assume that the speakers’ utterances are straightforward, relevant
and clear, i.e. that they adhere to the Cooperative Principle (the
term has been defined in the introduction). This principle can be
explained more precisely through the following maxims:

– Maxim of quantity: 1. Make your contribution as informative as
is required (for the current purposes of the exchange), 2. Do not
make your contribution more informative than is required, 

– Maxim of quality: Try to make your contribution one that is
true. 1. Do not say what you believe to be false, 2. Do not say that
for which you lack adequate evidence,
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– Maxim of relation: Be relevant, 

– Maxim of manner: Be perspicuous: 1. Avoid obscurity of ex-
pression, 2. Avoid ambiguity, 3. Be brief (avoid unnecessary
prolixity), 4. Be orderly. (Grice, 1975, pp. 44–46)

However, there are situations when speakers fail to observe this
principle, i.e. the maxims. The failure to fulfil the maxims can take
different forms. According to Grice (1975, p. 49), speakers may vio-
late a maxim “quietly and unostentatiously”, opt it out i.e. say or in-
dicate that they do not want to be “cooperative in the way a maxim
requires”, (e.g. when a speaker says My lips are sealed), flout it, i.e.
“blatantly fail to fulfill it” or there may be a clash, which means that
a speaker cannot observe one maxim without failing to fulfil anoth-
er one (e.g. the speaker knows that the fulfilment of the maxim of
quantity will lead to the violation of the maxim of quality). Grice
(1975, pp. 44–49) also points out that it is flouting of a maxim that
creates a conversational implicature, i.e. additional meaning of an
utterance that arises in a discourse. He refers to this phenomenon as
an exploitation of a maxim.

Weasel claims represent a form of covert communication that
does not fulfil the maxims that comprise the Cooperative Principle.
However, it is the reliance on this principle that enables recipients of
an advertising message to recognize such failure and interpret the
message accordingly. This paper will present just a short illustration
of how consumers apply the Cooperative Principle to reach the
intended interpretation of advertising messages and provide rea-
sons that might lie behind the advertisers’ infringement of the
maxims.

Advertising messages frequently flout the maxims of quantity,
quality and manner. As far as the maxim of relation is concerned,
having in mind that the advertising space is expensive, the advertis-
ers will probably observe this maxim, i.e. be very careful about the
content they choose to include in the advertisement. The analysis of
the corpus has shown that weasel claims mostly infringe the maxims
of quantity and manner.

The maxim of quantity is, for example, flouted by the use of
unspecified comparison, as in Fast just got faster. (Ads of the World), Za
belje i sjajnije zube. (Eng. For whiter, brighter teeth.) (Men’s Health),
where the basis for comparison is left out, and therefore the adver-
tising message is less informative than is required. During the
interpretation of the messages, consumers assume that the advertis-
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ers have observed the Cooperative Principle, and their expectation
regarding the use of comparative forms as well as their awareness of
the context (advertising) and background knowledge (consumers
know that advertisers cannot compare their products to the compet-
itive ones explicitly) will lead them to search for additional meaning,
and eventually they will reach the interpretation in which the adver-
tised products are better than the products belonging to the same
category offered by competitive brands.

The failure to observe the maxim of manner is reflected through
the use of insufficiently specified numerical expressions, as in
Brighten, whiten, freshen, and save up to 30% per load. (Glamour), Odloženo
plaćanje do 45 dana bez kamate. (Eng. Deferred payment of up to 45 days
without interest.) (Gloria IN), and adjectives and adverbs whose mean-
ing is vague, as in Super-volumized, super-extended, red carpet lashes.
(Glamour), Give your hair voluminizing boost. (Glamour), Priuštite sebi
PREMIUM uslugu za razumnu cenu. (Eng. Treat yourself with a PREMIUM
service at a reasonable price.) (Lepota i zdravlje), Gust i koncentrovan.
Traje neverovatno dugo. (Eng. Thick and concentrated. Lasts incredibly
long.) (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u-2K_ROo CRE). In these
examples the advertisers have failed to observe the part of the
maxim of manner that refers to the avoidance of the obscurity of
expression. Grice (1975, p. 57) explains this phenomenon by the fol-
lowing observation: “the speaker has failed to be specific in a way in
which he might have been expected to be specific, with the conse-
quence that it is likely to be assumed that he is not in a position to be
specific”. In other words, the advertisers want their consumers to
reach an interpretation that will influence their buying behavior and
vague expressions, as used in the examples above, enable them to
achieve this goal. More precise utterances and statements would
probably not result in the expected outcome or would otherwise
infringe the maxim of quality. For example, up to 30% in Save up to 30%
per load (Glamour) refers to any value between 0% and 30%, so hypo-
thetically speaking, the product could in reality save 2%. On the one
hand, such result violates consumers’ expectations, but on the other
hand, the use of up to with the percentage point ensures that the
maxim of quality is observed. The claim saying Saves 2% per load
would not be persuasive enough for consumers to buy the product,
while claiming that the product saves 30% per load (having in mind
that it actually saves 2%) would be violation of the maxim of quality,
which would probably lead to the withdrawal of the advertisement.
For example, there was a dispute with regard to the Cheerios’ state-
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ment concerning its role in the reduction of cholesterol and the
treatment of heart disease, which was brought up by FDA a few years
ago (“FDA Warns Cheerios on Health Claims,” 2009 ). Although, gen-
erally speaking, such warnings issued by FDA are not legally binding,
the lack of response might lead to “enforcement action” (“Warning
Letter,” 2009).

Adjectives and adverbs whose meaning is vague also flout the
maxim of manner. For example, if the recipients of a message take
into account that the advertisers have observed the maxims of rele-
vance and quality in Priuštite sebi PREMIUM uslugu za razumnu cenu.
(Eng. Treat yourself with a PREMIUM service at a reasonable price.) (Lep-
ota i zdravlje), they will assume that there must be a reason why the
adjective reasonable has been used. Vestergaard and Schroder (1985,
p. 27) say that “the good-reason principle will often lead us to expect
that if a specific claim is made for a product, this must be because the
product differs from competitors in this respect”. Therefore, the
adjective reasonable actually creates an implication that the same or
similar service offered by other brands is probably not sold at such
reasonable price, i.e. it is more expensive.

CONCLUSION This paper has investigated the use of weasel claims as a form of cov-
ert communication in the advertisements in English and Serbian.
The analysis of the corpus has shown that this phenomenon is wide-
spread in the advertising discourse of both languages. However, it
has to be taken into account that most of the advertised products
and services from the corpus in Serbian are of foreign origin, which
means that the advertising messages have probably been trans-
lated, and therefore, the linguistic devices used to manipulate
consumers have been transferred into the target language. Yet, the
study has shown that similar or same tools are used in advertise-
ments for Serbian products as well (e.g. Chipsos. Mnogos dobros;
Muzika nikada nije bolje zvučala; DIS. Platićeš manje; Posebna. Prirodna.).
This area, however, requires further research.

Concerning the manifestation of weasel claims in advertisements
in English and Serbian, the analysis of the corpus has shown the fol-
lowing: weasel claims come in a form of inexplicit comparison, where
the element that should serve as a basis for comparison is omitted
(e.g. Traje tri puta duže nego što ste očekivali. (Eng. Lasts three times longer
than you expect.)), vague numerical expressions, which lead the recip-
ients of a message to either overestimate or underestimate a certain
quantity or value (e.g. Brighten, whiten, freshen, and save up to 30% per
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load.), and lexemes which create an impression that the real action
and change are taking place (e.g. Olay Total Effects fights 7 signs of
aging.), or whose meaning is indeterminate (e.g. Posebna. Prirodna.
(Eng. Special. Natural.). Weasel claims are a clear example of how
advertisers violate the Cooperative Principle defined by Grice (1975).
They particularly flout the maxims of quantity and manner, and thus
create implications which influence consumers’ interpretation of
advertising messages and, eventually, their buying behaviour. How-
ever, weasel claims represent an acceptable and legal way of
communicating in the advertising discourse because they do not rep-
resent false claims.

The fact that weasel claims have been used for decades and are still
widespread in advertisements suggests that they are an effective
form of covert communication which enables advertisers to influ-
ence consumer buying behaviour and thus achieve their goal, i.e. sell
a product or a service. The results of this study may have significant
theoretical and practical implications regarding the investigation of
deceptive linguistic techniques found in various types of discourse
that employ covert communication, such as media discourse. The
research may also raise the readers’ awareness about the covert
communication in advertisements and highlight the importance of
critical approach towards interpreting advertising messages.
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МИРНА М. ВИДАКОВИЋ

ЗОРА Д. ТРНИНИЋ ЈАЊИЋ
УНИВЕРЗИТЕТ У НОВОМ САДУ
ЕКОНОМСКИ ФАКУЛТЕТ У СУБОТИЦИ

РЕЗИМЕ ВЕРБАЛНИ МАМЦИ У РЕКЛАМНИМ ОГЛАСИМА 
НА ЕНГЛЕСКОМ И СРПСКОМ ЈЕЗИКУ

Овај ра0 се <ави у3оEре<ом вер<алних мамаца (Eермин је 3ре-
узеE из Ви0аковић, 2008) у рекламним о�ласима на ен�леском и
ср3ском језику. Кор3ус се сасEоји о0 сEо о�ласа који 3ри3а0ају
каEе�оријама ауEомо<ила, козмеEичких 3роизво0а, 3роизво0а
за чишћење, хране, 3ића и сл., а о<јављивани су у 3ерио0у о0
2000. 0о 2016. �о0ине у разним шEам3аним часо3исима и онлајн
изворима. Циљ исEраживања је 0а се уEвр0е о<лици манифесEа-
ције ове 3ојаве у рекламама на ен�леском и ср3ском језику, ука-
же на сличносEи и разлике у њиховој у3оEре<и у 0аEим језици-
ма, као и 0а се 3рикаже на који начин вер<ални мамци уEичу на
Eумачење рекламне 3оруке и 3онашање 3оEрошача у 3о�ле0у
њихових о0лука у вези са ку3овином 3роизво0а и услу�а. Током
исEраживања коришћене су 0ескри3Eивна и конEрасEивна ана-
лиза. Дескри3Eивна анализа је у3оEре<љена с циљем о3исивања
и Eумачења 3ре0меEа исEраживања, 0ок су се кроз конEрасEивну
анализу насEојале уEвр0иEи сличносEи, о0носно разлике у
3о�ле0у у3оEре<е вер<алних мамаца у кор3усу на ен�леском и
ср3ском језику. У анализи кор3уса 3римењен је и Грајсов Прин-
ци3 коо3ераEивносEи како <и се сEекао 0у<љи уви0 у начине
Eумачења рекламних 3орука.

Вер<ални мамци 3ре0сEављају нејасне Eвр0ње у3оEре<љене
са циљем 0а о<ману 3римаоца 3оруке, Eј. 0а �а наве0у 0а исказ
3роEумачи на начин који је намераван о0 сEране 3ошиљаоца
3оруке, 3ри чему се Eа инEер3реEација у мањој или већој мери
разликује о0 сEварно� значења исказа. Њихова у3оEре<а је је0ан
о0 ви0ова 3рикривене комуникације, која се, уо3шEено �оворе-
ћи, корисEи како <и о�лашивачи 3ри0о<или 3ажњу 3оEрошача и
из<е�ли „3реузимање о0�оворносEи за 0рушEвене 3осле0ице
усле0 о0ређених им3ликација које 3роизлазе из рекламних
о�ласа” (Ви0аковић, 2008, сEр. 95, 3рема Танака, 1994, сEр. 42).

Анализа кор3уса 3оказала је 0а се вер<ални мамци јављају у
о<лику не3оE3уно� 3оређења, нумеричких израза и 3оје0инач-
них речи чије значење у о0ређеном конEексEу не може 3реци-
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зно 0а се 3роEумачи. Њиховом у3оEре<ом рекламни 3роизво0и
и услу�е 0елују 3римамљивије и су3ериорно (Eј. ефикасније,
квалиEеEније иE0.) у о0носу на оне конкуренEне. Према Eоме,
вер<ални мамци наво0е 3оEрошаче 0а рекламну 3оруку 3роEу-
маче у скла0у са намером о�лашивача, Eе на Eај начин уEичу на
креирање о0ређених 3оEрошачких о<разаца. УEицај на инEер-
3реEацију рекламних о�ласа и 3онашање 3оEрошача са�ле0ано
је и кроз 3римену Грајсово� Принци3а коо3ераEивносEи. Том
3риликом 0аE је уви0 у кршење конверзационих максима о0
сEране о�лашивача, али је Eакође 3риказано на који начин
3оEрошачи 3ре3ознају и Eумаче им3ликације, Eј. 0о0аEно значе-
ње рекламних 3орука које насEаје као резулEаE Eо� кршења.
Током анализе уочено је 0а у рекламним о�ласима најчешће
0олази 0о кршења максиме информаEивносEи и максиме јасно-
сEи.

Поређењем у3оEре<е вер<алних мамаца у рекламним о�ласи-
ма на ен�леском и ср3ском језику уочене су сличносEи. Међу-
Eим, ваља скренуEи 3ажњу на Eо 0а чесEо о�ласи на ср3ском
језику 3ре0сEављају 3рево0 рекламне 3оруке са сEрано� језика,
3ри чему је 0ошло и 0о 3реношења ас3екEа 3рикривене комуни-
кације. Па и3ак, и у рекламама за 0омаће 3роизво0е сусрећемо
слична лин�висEичка сре0сEва, Eе је ову о<ласE нео3хо0но
3о0ро<није исEражиEи.

КЉУЧНЕ РЕЧИ: вербални мамац, рекламни оглас, кооперативни принцип.
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