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Diet! Exercise! Lose weight and lose it fast!  It’s like America’s new national anthem and it’s only getting louder.  With over 60% of American’s overweight or obese (NCHS, 2008), schemes to lose weight are the number one selling product is the U.S.  Not only do American’s want to lose weight, they want to lose it NOW!  Fad diets, like the acai berry, are of special interest because they allow you to consume to lose weight.  The catch is that under it all, no one food is the ticket, like our Momma’s always said, everything in moderation, and a healthy diet with regular exercise is the lifetime commitment necessary to maintain a healthy weight.  However, fad diets continue to catch our, and the media’s, attention.
The piece of media I selected came off the internet.  Acai berry was the subject of an ad off of Facebook.com.  Once I investigated it further, I discovered links to the ad from Oprah.com as well.  Oprah places a link to this advertisement from her website in her health and weight loss section.  Oprah’s audience is exactly the audience this ad wishes to target: late 20s to middle aged women, looking for a way out of their sluggish metabolism quagmire.  The ad, Acaiburn.com, offers a free trial for a two weeks worth of acai berry dietary supplement.  This is a pill which contains Garcinia cambogia extract, chromium polyniconate and Gymnema sylvestre extract)that you take 2x daily.  The hope is that you will continue to buy the product after you have tried it for two weeks free.

Upon clicking the website, you are presented with a 10-12 page long splat of commercial vomit, spattered in bold colors of green, purple and blue.  Since it is a webpage, there is no limit to the amount of time or space that it takes up and they hit you with everything they’ve got.  I will try to framework the main concepts explained in the page since, for proper description, there is more material than this paper allows.  Out of perhaps 10 themes, I have selected: urgency/secrecy, women’s weight loss, authoritative endorsements and “research-backed”.
Urgency/secrecy: The first thing you notice upon looking at the page is a bold red rectangle with these words:
“WARNING... Quick-Loss AcaiBurn Is Fast Weight Loss That Works. It Was Not Created For Those People Who Only Want To Lose A Few Measly Pounds. AcaiBurn was created to help you achieve the incredible body you have always wanted... USE WITH CAUTION!”

The phrases, “Acai berry, secret of the Amazon” and “Lose weight and feel great with the world’s #1 super food” flank the box above along with other catchy phrases. Every minute or so, a purple box pops up and the background dims, the box says “‘News Flash’ acai berry is all over the news! Supplies are running out! You must act fast!” And gives you the option to either see if you qualify for the trial or continue reading.

Food fads need you to act fast, by nature being fads, they are “found out” or become “so last year” really quickly, so in order to make money, they need a quick and immediate buy-in.  The line “Not for those who only want to lose a few measly pounds” is nauseating; not only because it’s a gimmick at the reader’s sense of pride, but because it hints that you should be, or need to be losing lots of weight!  According to an article in Australian Family Physician, “a 5-10% reduction in weight can result in a 35% decrease in health risk” (Egger, 20).  As health care providers we want to encourage 1-2 lb. /week consistent sustainable weight loss not a purging of weight in a few weeks like this ad suggests you might.
Women’s weight loss: There are multiple features in this advertisement that point out our white women target audience. At the top of the page, we are bolstered by the words, “The World’s Most Extreme Women’s Weight Loss Solution” and hurried by “Lose Weight Fast! Fit into Your Favorite Jeans!” The accompanying photo shows an exposed white woman’s belly with measuring tape around the middle.  Why are white 20-40 year old women the target of this ad?  Probably, the company has determined that this is the demographic that has the most expendable income.  They can afford to buy that tiny waist to fit in their favorite pair of jeans.

To make this a truly women’s focused ad, there are many photos aimed at social themes, one is jealousy.  One photo shows a model who looks just like Marilyn Monroe, in the distinctive white fly-away dress, holding a wine glass, staring confidently at the camera.  She is surrounded by women photographers, journalists and flashing lights. This photo is accompanied by the words “Your friends will be so jealous!” Wait a minute…didn’t she suffer from depression and commit suicide?  Hardly the model of a socially secure woman, but whatever.  The only men in the whole ad are either lovers or potential lovers of the women in the ads. This theme is underlined by photos of a handsome man throwing a thin pretty woman in the air in a beach scene with the words “Dare to date again”.  These types of ads mean to get at one of the saddest areas of the human psyche, loneliness.  Want friends who adore you, want men to love you? You need this product in order to get the body, in order to have the things in this life that everyone needs.
Authoritative endorsements:  Once you enter the site, Julie Parks in a business suit, a weight loss fitness coach and “fitness Guru” pops up and starts talking about the benefits of the acai berry and why she endorses it.  Dr. Perricone has his photo twice in the site with the same endorsement where he claims that acai berry is the worlds #1 super food.  Interestingly, although these authorities are featured they never actually endorse AcaiBurn brand, they just endorse the berry itself. Also authoritative are the site’s testimonials whom they affirm have been compensated for their statements.  These testimonials are a whopping 5-14 words long…there is no link to a longer statement, or “how is worked for me”, or name attached.  These three pretty head shots might as well be the ladies from the sales rep department.
“Research-backed”:  The ad features multiple paragraphs detailing the “scientificity” of their product and how “some studies suggest that the acai berry may have” several nutrients that benefit digestive and cardiovascular health among other health properties like energy and cancer fighting anti-oxidants.  However, the ad mentions no specifics on the scientific studies such as name, producing group, or a link.  The most specific details we get are “two 8-week clinical studies” that the company performed to test its product for weight loss.
The thing about studies, as we learned from our research class, is that statistics can be interpreted any way and studies often have many holes in them. I want to ask, why just eight-weeks?  How many participants were there?  What side-effects are there?  Statistical significance?  How were the variables controlled from the placebo group?  Long-term affects?  Unfortunately, you might have to e-mail the company to get this sort of information. Goooood luck.

In conclusion, I want to say that while overwhelming, this ad was very thorough, and thus, very dangerous to the average consumer.  Its urgency encourages consumers to make hasty decisions. Its claim to authoritative endorsements and research-backed evidence is persuasive, and its target is right on the money, getting at women’s values and fears.  It gives you just enough data to infer truth, but stops well short of legitimacy.  Mostly, it comes off about as sleazy as a used car salesman, and when shopping for a weight loss solution, the world is full of sleazy concoctions.  I want to end with an exert from a poem of one of my favorite authorities on beauty, Maya Angelou.
Pretty women wonder where my secret lies.
I'm not cute or built to suit a fashion model's size
But when I start to tell them,
They think I'm telling lies.

I say,
It's in the reach of my arms
The span of my hips,
The stride of my step,
The curl of my lips.

I'm a woman
Phenomenally.
Phenomenal woman,
That's me.
-Phenomenal Woman, Maya Angelou 1994
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