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Abstract 

 

Academic research over many decades has lamented the prevalence of gender role stereotypes 

in advertising portrayals and noted that females are stereotyped more often than males. Such 

stereotyping is seen to be harmful because of the pervasive nature advertising; while women 

are placed in inferior roles to men in advertising depictions, these roles are so cultivated in 

society. Nevertheless, in recent years a welcome surge in ‘femvertising’ or advertising that 

celebrates female empowerment has been observed. This thesis considers a change in 

advertising practices and an accompanying shift in marketplace logics, providing an account 

of the rationale and mechanisms that have led to more socially-responsible gender portrayals. 

It presents a series of four qualitative research papers. The first of which, reviews the literature 

on cross-cultural variation in female gender role advertising portrayals and offers 

recommendations for future research. The second takes an emic approach to the examination 

of Brazilian advertising creative professionals’ mental models of female portrayals. The third 

employs a thematic analysis of netnographic data to advance understanding of the rhetorical 

strategies used by consumers and the journalistic media to subvert sexist advertising. Finally, 

the fourth paper examines the market system conditions operating upon professional 

advertising actors resulting in transformed market logics and practices on the portrayal of 

gender. Overall, the thesis identifies four propositions that delineate the influences on 

advertising professional advertising actors that have resulted in this transformation. These are 

(1) societal discourses provide legitimacy for renewed market logics and advertising practices, 

(2) the moral conscience of new entrants to the profession mobilizes change, (3) collective 

consumer opinion puts pressure on organizations to change institutional logics and practices, 

(4) salient gender progressive advertising has influenced the disruption of gender portrayal 

market logics. The thesis provides new insights on the institutional role of advertising in a 

dynamic market system. It contributes an original conceptualization of the recursive nature of 
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advertising, determining that while advertising plays a significant role in shaping shared 

meaning in the market via iterative and recursive processes, it similarly has the capacity to 

transform society and its institutions. The contributions of the thesis signal the potential for 

socially-responsible, purpose-led advertising to address grand challenges and institutionalised 

inequities in society.  



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

vi 
 

Contents 
 

Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................................. ii 

Declaration of authorship ....................................................................................................................... iii 

Abstract .................................................................................................................................................. iv 

List of figures ......................................................................................................................................... xi 

List of tables .......................................................................................................................................... xii 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................. 1 

Gender stereotyping in advertising ..................................................................................................... 1 

Research questions of the thesis.............................................................................................................. 4 

Research question 1: What is the nature of the influences upon cross-cultural variation in female 

gender role stereotypes in advertising around the world? ................................................................. 5 

Research question 2: How are mental models and institutional logics of female gender role 

portrayal in advertising shifting? ........................................................................................................ 6 

Research question 3: What are the market system influences operating upon professional 

advertising actors resulting in transformed market logics and practices on the portrayal of gender?

 ............................................................................................................................................................ 7 

Research question 4:  What is the institutional role of advertising in a dynamic market system ....... 8 

Contributions of the thesis ...................................................................................................................... 9 

Contributions to gender stereotyping literature ................................................................................ 12 

Contributions to institutional theory in marketing ............................................................................ 13 

Contributions to market system dynamics (MSD) research ............................................................. 14 

Overall contributions of the compilation of papers........................................................................... 15 

Research approach ................................................................................................................................ 18 

Research philosophy ......................................................................................................................... 18 

Research methods ............................................................................................................................. 20 

Paper 1 .......................................................................................................................................... 20 

Paper 2 .......................................................................................................................................... 21 

Paper 3 .......................................................................................................................................... 21 

Paper 4 .......................................................................................................................................... 21 

Ethical approval ................................................................................................................................ 22 

Position of the researcher .................................................................................................................. 22 

Foreword to Paper 1 and links to next papers ....................................................................................... 25 

Paper 1. Cultural variation in gender roles in advertising.  A review and future research agenda ....... 27 



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

vii 
 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................................. 27 

Introduction ....................................................................................................................................... 28 

Method .............................................................................................................................................. 31 

Literature review ........................................................................................................................... 31 

Data analysis ................................................................................................................................ 33 

Results ................................................................................................................................................... 35 

Key findings from empirical studies since 2000 on country-specific variation in female gender role 

stereotypes in advertising .................................................................................................................. 35 

Brazil ............................................................................................................................................. 35 

China ............................................................................................................................................. 35 

Germany ........................................................................................................................................ 36 

United Kingdom ............................................................................................................................ 37 

United States ................................................................................................................................. 37 

Conclusions and future research recommendations .......................................................................... 38 

Cultural heritage and holistic context over cultural indices ........................................................ 39 

Exposing hidden meaning - semiotics, rhetoric and critical discourse ........................................ 42 

From critical praxis to social impact ............................................................................................ 43 

Beware of the voice of the consumer ............................................................................................ 45 

Foreword to Paper 2 and links to next papers ....................................................................................... 48 

Paper 2. Female role portrayals in Brazilian advertising: are outdated cultural stereotypes preventing 

change? ................................................................................................................................................. 50 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................................. 50 

Introduction ....................................................................................................................................... 50 

Gender stereotypes in advertising ..................................................................................................... 53 

Advertising creative practitioners’ mental models ........................................................................... 56 

Method .............................................................................................................................................. 57 

Findings ............................................................................................................................................ 60 

Housewife ...................................................................................................................................... 61 

Sexual object ................................................................................................................................. 63 

Sexually powerful .......................................................................................................................... 65 

Professional .................................................................................................................................. 66 

Object of beauty ............................................................................................................................ 67 

Discussion ......................................................................................................................................... 69 



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

viii 
 

Two new stereotypes – trophy and sexually powerful ................................................................... 69 

Brazilian cultural context.............................................................................................................. 71 

Conclusions and managerial implications ......................................................................................... 72 

Limitations and future research......................................................................................................... 73 

Foreword to Paper 3 and links to next papers ....................................................................................... 75 

Paper 3. How consumers subvert advertising through rhetorical institutional work ............................ 77 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................................. 77 

Introduction ....................................................................................................................................... 78 

Theoretical background .................................................................................................................... 81 

Consumers' institutional work ...................................................................................................... 81 

The use of rhetoric as institutional work ...................................................................................... 82 

Consumer activism ........................................................................................................................ 84 

Materials and methods ...................................................................................................................... 86 

Case study context ......................................................................................................................... 86 

Research design ............................................................................................................................ 87 

Data sample and collection procedure ......................................................................................... 87 

Analytic procedure ........................................................................................................................ 88 

Results ............................................................................................................................................... 89 

Logos (logical appeals) ................................................................................................................. 90 

Ethos (credibility or moral authority) ........................................................................................... 95 

Pathos (emotion‐inducing) ............................................................................................................ 97 

Kairos (timely opportunity) ........................................................................................................... 98 

Novel message frames developed from rhetoric as institutional work ............................................. 99 

Message frame 1: Arguments centred on criticism of the KFC advertisement ............................. 99 

Message frame 2: Arguments on the normalization of harmful gender stereotypes by advertising

 .................................................................................................................................................... 100 

Message frame 3: Female objectification on a continuum of harm against women ................... 101 

Discussion ....................................................................................................................................... 101 

Conclusions ..................................................................................................................................... 105 

Limitations .................................................................................................................................. 105 

Managerial implications ............................................................................................................. 105 

Foreword to Paper 4 ............................................................................................................................ 107 



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

ix 
 

Paper 4. How advertising got ‘woke.’ The institutional role of advertising in the emergence of gender 

progressive market logics and practices .............................................................................................. 109 

Abstract ........................................................................................................................................... 109 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 110 

Market system dynamics ............................................................................................................. 112 

Market systems as institutions..................................................................................................... 115 

Market system dynamics and the emergence of renewed institutional logics and practices ...... 116 

The gendered institutional logics of advertising ......................................................................... 118 

Methodology ................................................................................................................................... 120 

Research approach and data collection ...................................................................................... 120 

Data analysis .............................................................................................................................. 121 

The reshaping of advertising gender portrayal logics ..................................................................... 122 

Societal discourses provide legitimacy for renewed market logics and advertising practices ... 122 

The moral conscience of new entrants to the profession mobilizes change. ............................... 124 

Collective consumer opinion puts pressure on organizations to change institutional logics and 

practices ...................................................................................................................................... 126 

Salient gender progressive advertising has influenced the disruption of gender portrayal market 

logics ........................................................................................................................................... 127 

Discussion and conclusions ............................................................................................................ 130 

Conclusions of the thesis .................................................................................................................... 136 

Research question 1. What is the nature of the influences upon cross-cultural variation in female 

gender role stereotypes in advertising around the world? ............................................................. 136 

Research question 2. How are mental models and institutional logics of female gender role 

portrayal in advertising shifting? ................................................................................................... 137 

Research question 3. What are the market system influences operating upon professional 

advertising actors resulting in transformed market logics and practices on the portrayal of gender?

 ........................................................................................................................................................ 137 

Research question 4. What is the institutional role of advertising in a dynamic market system .... 138 

Limitations and delimitations ......................................................................................................... 138 

Future research agenda and managerial implications ..................................................................... 140 

Future Research Question 1: What are the broad market system-level influences towards socially 

equitable advertising portrayals? ............................................................................................... 140 

Future Research Question 2: How can advertising be better managed for social impact? ........ 141 

Future Research Question 3: How might stereotypes be hidden in advertising meaning? ......... 142 

Dissemination and impact ............................................................................................................... 142 



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

x 
 

References ........................................................................................................................................... 145 

Appendix 1 .......................................................................................................................................... 166 

Appendix 2 .......................................................................................................................................... 167 

Appendix 3 .......................................................................................................................................... 168 

Appendix 4 .......................................................................................................................................... 169 

Appendix 5 .......................................................................................................................................... 170 

Appendix 6 .......................................................................................................................................... 171 

Press release on Paper 3 .................................................................................................................. 171 

Media Monitoring Report by Ad Value ....................................................................................... 173 

Article in The Sun Newspaper, UK, 28 December 2021 ............................................................. 175 

Appendix 7 .......................................................................................................................................... 176 

Appendix 8 .......................................................................................................................................... 178 

 

  



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

xi 
 

List of figures 

 

Figure 1. The institutional role of advertising in a dynamic market system….… Page 16 

Figure 2. Summary of linkages between research questions, contributions and 

papers of the thesis……………………………………………………………… 

Page 17 

 

Figure 3. Consumer subversion of advertising as rhetorical institutional work Page 104 

 

 

 

……...  

 

  



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

xii 
 

List of tables 

 

Table 1. List of Papers, Publication Status and Authorship Page iii 

Table 2. An Outline of the Theoretical Contribution of Each Paper Page 9 

 

Table 3. Empirical papers since 2000 on female social gender role portrayals in 

advertising used for the literature review  

Page 34 

Table 4. Female role stereotypes in advertising identified in a selection of studies 

since 2000 

Page 55 

Table 5. Participant profile Page 58 

Table 6. Sample of stage 2 data analysis 

 

Page 92 

 

 

………………………………………………………… 

 

 

 

  



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

1 
  

Introduction  
 

Gender stereotyping in advertising  
 

Gender portrayal in advertising has received significant attention in the literature for 

many decades (e.g. Eisend 2019; McArthur and Resko, 1975; Michell and Taylor, 1990; 

Whipple and Courtney, 1985; Wolin, 2003). Previous reviews of the extensive literature in the 

field have been undertaken and provide valuable evidence to confirm that advertising gender 

role depictions are predominantly stereotyped, with female roles stereotyped more often than 

those of males (Eisend, 2010; Grau and Zotos, 2016; Mager and Hegelson, 2011). Instantly 

recognizable ritual displays of gender have long continued to be seen as a ‘safe solution’ by 

advertising creative practitioners as a method of simplifying communication in short 

timeframes (Leiss et al., 2018; Windels, 2016). A wealth of studies affirm that the 

homemaker/housewife, sexual object and decorative/object of beauty are the key female 

stereotypes used, with women rarely featured in sporting roles or at work (e.g. Lysonski, 1985; 

Matthes et al., 2016).  

 

As a function of male hegemony, the prevalence of stereotyping in advertising places 

women in inferior roles to men. This is a significant cause for concern because advertising is 

considered to have the power to influence society and shape cultural meaning (Dávila, 2012; 

Eisend, 2019; Smith Maguire, 2010), thus perpetuating the ‘wicked problem’ of gender 

inequality in society, and leading to harm to individuals (McConnell, 2018). The media has an 

impact on an array of users’ perceptions, attitudes and behaviour. As well as contributing 

directly to brand-related attitudes and behaviour of consumers, mediatised advertising has an 

impact on non-brand-related and social effects (Eisend, 2019). In this manner, advertising 
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portrayals can place pressure on individuals to conform to limiting gender stereotypes. 

Therefore, narrowly defined depictions of gender play a role in the social construction of 

gender identity and have the potential to cause harm through restriction of people’s choices, 

aspirations and opportunities. Even more troubling, are the dangers associated with portrayals 

featuring objectification, inappropriate sexualization and unhealthily thin or unattainable body 

images (ASA, 2019). ‘Thin-ideal’ advertising imagery can cause women and girls, in 

particular, to internalise expectations about body image resulting in body dissatisfaction, which 

represents a high-risk factor for several forms of psychological dysfunction, including eating 

disorders, dietary restraint, depressive symptoms and body-focussed anxiety (Grabe et al., 

2008). Of additional grave concern, is the indication from numerable studies that female sexual 

objectification in advertising is directly associated with a range of pernicious consequences. 

These include greater support of sexist beliefs and of adversarial sexual beliefs, normalization 

of male sexual aggression and violence towards women, increased male acceptance of rape 

myths and self-reported rape likelihood (Gurrieri et al., 2016; Vance et al., 2015; Ward, 2016). 

Further, exposure to this content leads both women and men to have a diminished view of 

women’s competence, morality and humanity (Gurrieri et al., 2016).  

 

Scholars have highlighted the distinctly gendered institutional dynamics at the heart of 

the advertising industry in accounting for the historical stickiness of gender stereotyped 

depictions (Maclaran and Catterall, 2000). While advertising practitioners may vary in the 

extent to which they recognise that gendered images can negatively impact audiences, they 

face pressure to maintain them from a range of marketplace actors, including brand clients, 

media agents, colleagues and other industry professionals (Tuncay Zayer and Coleman, 2015). 

Nevertheless, recent academic attention has turned to ‘femvertising’ or advertising that 

celebrates female empowerment (Åkestam et al., 2017; Champlin et al., 2019; Sobande, 2019) 

and its successful, rapid emergence as a result of growing awareness and criticism of gender 
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stereotyping in the marketplace, the desire for brands to position themselves as social activists 

and increasing scrutiny by regulatory bodies (Varghese and Kumar, 2020). In this context, the 

research of this thesis set out to examine how and why, and the extent to which, advertising 

gender stereotyping may be finally being eroded. 
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Research questions of the thesis  
 

 

Given the lack of agreement in research on the nature of the sociocultural influences 

upon progress in gender stereotyping in advertising, and more specifically, the potential market 

shaping (Nenonen et al., 2019), and social effects of advertising gender role stereotyping on 

consumers and society (Eisend, 2010; Hult, 2011), the aims of the thesis were two-fold.  Firstly, 

despite the efficacy of standardised international or global marketing campaigns (Melewar et 

al., 2000), sociocultural variation constrains international convergence of both advertising, and 

consumer behaviour (De Mooij, 2003; Eisend, 2019; World Federation of Advertisers, 2018). 

Therefore, this thesis set out to provide deeper understanding of cross-cultural differences in 

gender role stereotyping in advertising in order to ensure that future critical research 

approaches are aligned to discrete cultural and social contexts. Secondly, after long-standing 

criticism from academia of gender role stereotypes in advertising (e.g. Eisend 2019; McArthur 

and Resko, 1975; Michell and Taylor, 1990), an emergent literature stream has highlighted an 

accelerated decline in the use of such gender stereotypes (e.g. Champlin et al., 2019; Hsu, 

2018), accompanied by an observed groundswell of support for change within practice (Kemp, 

2018). With this backdrop of novel and dynamic marketplace stakeholder interactions and 

rapidly advancing developments in advertising practice, the study then went on to ask how, 

and why, and by whom was change happening now? 
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Research question 1: What is the nature of the influences upon cross-cultural variation in 

female gender role stereotypes in advertising around the world? 

 

To address this question, Paper 1 reviewed empirical research published since 2000 on 

advertising gender role stereotypes: Homemaker; Professional; and Decorative/ Sexual Object 

(Eisend, 2019; Matthes et al., 2016; Plakoyiannaki and Zotos, 2009) within five of the largest 

advertising markets of the world, Brazil, China, Germany, the United Kingdom and the United 

States. By bridging findings of extant literature, it provides an updated picture of cross-cultural 

variation in female social role advertising depictions. The literature review identified that 

research had not been able to systematically address wider sociocultural influences in relation 

to gender portrayals across countries and regions of the globe. Therefore, it suggested a 

research agenda that emphasised an emic, country-specific approach to the understanding of 

discrete stereotyped gender role portrayals and would allow for wider cultural themes and 

advertising idioms to be captured, assisting with the development of future critical approaches. 

Such an approach was adopted in Paper 2. The study considered the influence of local 

cultural norms on advertising gender role stereotypes, finding that in Brazil, traditional 

conceptions of the role of women dominated creative decision-making. By drawing on 

interviews with advertising creative practitioners to delineate mental models of female 

portrayals, a more accurate depiction of native informants’ cultural knowledge could be 

captured (Given, 2008). This nuanced understanding of the character of Brazilian female role 

stereotypes helped to highlight the structural properties of unconscious, deeply-engrained 

practitioner biases. Thus, strengthening the paper’s call to reduce them. 
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Research question 2: How are mental models and institutional logics of female gender 

role portrayal in advertising shifting? 

 

Despite the overall conclusion of Paper 2; that traditional ideas of the role of women in 

society dominate Brazilian advertising creative decision-making, many of the study’s 

informants recognised that progressive values could be ascribed to a brand via the subversion 

of gender stereotypes in advertising. This was especially pertinent in relation to the Sexual 

Object gender role, and practitioners acknowledged that there were shifts in Brazilian societal 

discourses towards challenging of this well-used stereotype in mediatised advertising. 

The theoretical background of institutional theory (Slimane et al., 2019; Scott, 1987) 

adopted in papers 3 and 4 developed from the conceptual analysis used in Paper 2. This was 

the conception of small-scale mental models (Borghini, 2005; Mohammed et al., 2010; Rook, 

2013) of external reality carried in advertising practitioners’ minds as an interpretation of an 

agreed set of professional norms on female role portrayals, to which they both contributed and 

were subject to. Papers 3 and 4 employed the related concept of institutional logics - organizing 

patterns underpinned by symbolic and meaningful constructions of social reality available for 

organizations and individuals to elaborate (Fan and Zietsma, 2017; Friedland and Alford, 

1991). In answering research question 2, these theoretical approaches allowed an understanding 

of the nature of changes in female gender role portrayal in advertising across the globe. 
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Research question 3: What are the market system influences operating upon professional 

advertising actors resulting in transformed market logics and practices on the portrayal of 

gender? 

 

The combined impetus for Papers 3 and 4 was the growing recognition from female 

consumers that advertising does not accurately reflect them (Kantar, 2018); the growth of 

‘femvertising’ or advertising that uses pro-female talent, messages and imagery to empower 

women and girls (Åkestam et al., 2017; Hsu, 2018); and an observed decline in the 

institutionalized practice of using gender role stereotypes in advertising portrayals (Champlin 

et al., 2019; Coleman et al., 2020). While Paper 2 employed mental models theory, the final 

two papers of the compilation took a foray into institutional theory to consider transformation 

in market logics and practices. This approach recognised that markets and the institutions they 

operate within, are influenced by complex relational processes and interplay between actors 

(Chaney et al., 2016; Giesler and Fischer, 2017). Inherently, the transformation of professional 

advertising actors’ logics and practices on gender role portrayal depends directly upon a range 

of dynamic influences within a market system.  

Paper 3 showed how consumers and an organized boundary group used rhetoric whilst 

engaging in institutional work to subvert advertising they deemed as sexist. The study 

identified how public debate over a contentious advert in journalistic media and on social media 

led to the development of novel message frames in the marketplace. These novel arguments in 

support of progressive gender portrayals served to delegitimize established advertising 

practices, highlighting consumers’ increased power over professional actors to undermine and 

threaten socially-irresponsible advertising practices. Paper 4 found that emergent gender 

progressive logics have been dependent upon support in public discourses, shifts in 
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professionals’ moral conscience, voiced consumer opinion and the market success of 

trailblazing, gender progressive advertising campaigns.  

 

Research question 4:  What is the institutional role of advertising in a dynamic market 

system 

 

Paper 4 aimed to advance the literature on advertising in society, with a focus on the 

societal effects of gender stereotyping in advertising (Dávila, 2012; Eisend, 2019; 2010; Frith 

and Mueller, 2010; Leiss et al., 2018; PollaFlimitationy, 1986; Smith Maguire, 2010). By 

employing institutional theory (Chaney et al., 2016; Scott, 1987) and MSD (Giesler and 

Fischer, 2017) to broaden the conceptual scope of the role of advertising in society, these 

theoretical lenses also provided greater understanding of both institutional influences upon, 

and societal power struggles manifested through, advertising practices. Via the conceptual 

methodological approaches of theory synthesis and theory adaptation (Jaakkola, 2020), this 

paper allowed the generation of an extended view of the institutional role of advertising in 

market systems and society. The illustration of the dynamic influences on advertising creative 

decision-making in a market system enabled the contribution of an original conceptualization 

of the recursive nature of advertising. (See Figure 1.)  
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Contributions of the thesis 

 

Table 2. An Outline of the Theoretical Contribution of Each Paper 

Publication Research objectives Research design Contributions 

Paper 1 

Middleton, K. (2021) 

Cultural variation in 

gender roles in 

advertising. A review and 

future research. Working 

paper. 

 

1. To offer an updated 

literature review on cultural 

differences between gender 

stereotypes in advertising. 

2. To direct a future 

research agenda that will  

a. develop new insights on 

the extent to which gender 

stereotypes are the direct 

result of regional, cultural 

influences 

b. assist in efforts to secure 

more respectful and 

representative advertising 

creative practices in 

relation to gender portrayal 

in the future. 

The literature review synthesised the 

findings of 25 empirical papers on the 

gender role stereotypes homemaker, 

professional and decorative/ sexual 

object (Plakoyiannaki and Zotos 2009; 

Middleton et al., 2020). 

Further exclusion criteria for the 

review was based on selecting the top 

five of the largest advertising markets 

of the world and empirical papers 

published after 2000.  

1. The review finds that whilst extant research has 

identified the existence of variation in the use and 

extent of gender role stereotypes in advertising 

across national contexts, these are not due to 

systematic gender indices or persisting regional 

patterns of gender portrayal, but rather an 

accumulation of regional sociocultural factors that 

shape gender dynamics.  

2. The study identifies four propositions to be drawn 

upon in future research  

a. Cultural heritage and holistic context over 

cultural indices 

b. Exposing hidden meaning - semiotics, rhetoric 

and critical discourse 

c. From critical praxis to social impact 

d. Beware of the voice of the consumer 
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Paper 2 

 

Middleton, K., Turnbull, S., 

& de Oliveira, M. J. (2020). 

Female role portrayals in 

Brazilian advertising: are 

outdated cultural 

stereotypes preventing 

change? International 

Journal of Advertising, 

39(5), 679-698. 
 

1. The study considers the 

influence of local cultural 

norms on female role 

stereotypes in advertising 

portrayals. 

2. What are Brazilian 

advertising creative 

practitioners’ mental 

models of female role 

stereotypes in advertising 

portrayals? 
 

22 male and female creative 

practitioners were interviewed in Belo 

Horizonte, Sao Paulo and Rio de 

Janeiro. This difficult to access sample 

(Lahiri, 2011) were Art Directors, 

Creative Directors and Copywriters, 

with at least five years’ experience of 

advertising agency practice in Brazil.  

 

Data collected by third author in 

Brazil. 

1. The paper finds that in Brazil, traditional 

conceptions of the role of women dominate creative 

decision-making. 

2. The study identifies two nascent female gender 

role stereotypes in advertising portrayals 

a. The Trophy female advertising stereotype 

portrays women lacking in their own independence 

and merely a reward for men’s achievements 

b. The Sexually Powerful female advertising 

stereotype shows women conferring advantage to 

themselves as a result of their own sexual 

confidence. 

Paper 3  

 

Middleton, K., Thompson‐

Whiteside, H., Turnbull, S., 

& Fletcher‐Brown, J. How 

consumers subvert 

advertising through 

rhetorical institutional 

work. Psychology & 

Marketing, 39(3), 634-646. 
 

To consider consumers’ 

and the journalistic media’s 

use of rhetorical strategies 

to subvert advertising.  
 

The data source consisted of social 

media comments and journalistic 

media articles responding to an 

advertising campaign undertaken by a 

global brand. 

Netnographic approach to data 

collection yielded a data sample 

totalling Facebook, 402 comments; 

Twitter, 2104 tweets; journalistic 

media articles, 103 articles (n = 2609). 

A-priori thematic analysis was 

undertaken of the rhetorical strategies 

and emergent message frames used by 

consumers and the wider journalistic 

media to critique and subvert the ad. 

1. The study extends knowledge of how consumers 

subvert advertising campaigns by outlining the 

manner in which they use rhetorical strategies to 

challenge contentious institutional logics. 

2. It shows that an organized boundary group can 

mobilize marketplace activists to advocate for 

market change.  

3. It highlights how conflict played out on social 

media generates emergent message frames that 

when amplified by the journalistic media may be 

used to delegitimize market logics. 
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Paper 4  

 

Middleton, K., & Turnbull, 

S. (2021). How 

advertising got ‘woke’: 

The institutional role of 

advertising in the 

emergence of gender 

progressive market logics 

and practices. Marketing 

Theory, 21(4), 561–578.  

1. To provide further 

insights into market system 

dynamics and the 

institutional role of 

advertising. 

2. To examine the market 

system influences operating 

upon professional 

advertising actors that 

result in transformed 

market logics and practices 

on the portrayal of gender? 

 

Given the exploratory nature of the 

study, and in line with existing 

empirical examinations of market 

shaping (e.g. Belk and Sobh, 2019; 

Nenonen et al., 2019), a qualitative 

methodology was employed. 20 semi-

structured interviews were undertaken 

with an expert sample (Maclean et al., 

2014) of global advertising and 

marketing practitioners. 

 

1. The study synthesizes (Jaakkola, 2020) 

institutional theory and MSD to generate an 

extended view of the role of advertising in society. 

2. An original conceptualization of the recursive 

nature of advertising creative decision-making in a 

dynamic market system. 

3. The conceptualization of four influences on 

marketing and advertising practitioners that have 

resulted in the emergence of gender progressive 

logics and practices. 

a. Societal discourses provide legitimacy for 

renewed market logics and advertising practices  

b. The moral conscience of new entrants to the 

profession mobilizes change 

c. Collective consumer opinion puts pressure on 

organizations to change institutional logics and 

practices 

d. Salient gender progressive advertising has 

influenced the disruption of gender portrayal market 

logics.  
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Contributions to gender stereotyping literature  
 

This thesis follows the long-standing accumulation of literature on gender stereotyping 

in advertising (e.g. Eisend 2010; Furnham and Mak 1999; Wolin 2003). More specifically, it 

repudiates research that has attempted to link cross-cultural gender stereotyping in advertising 

to cultural indices, including Hofstede’s Masculinity value dimension (An and Kim, 2007; 

Milner and Collins, 2000; Matthes et al., 2016; Paek et al., 2011) and the Gender-related 

Development Index (Matthes et al., 2016; Paek et al., 2011). As a result of a conglomeration 

of historical sociocultural and industry factors, patterns of cross-cultural advertising gender 

stereotyping rely on a range of multifaceted, rather than deterministic influences (Matthes et 

al., 2016; Paek et al., 2011).  

A related literature stream on advertising’s social impact, has seen advertising not only 

as, “a sociopolitical ritual in which shared values are dramatised” (Sherry, 1987, p.448), but 

that advertising practitioners themselves are cultural intermediaries that mediate iteratively 

between consumption and production, and culture and economy (Cronin, 2004; Frith and 

Mueller, 2010; Smith Maguire, 2010). Further, by pointing to the recursive role of advertising 

in a dynamic market system, this thesis provides conclusions that advance the development of 

the long-lasting ‘mirror versus mold’ debate on the role and social nature of advertising 

(Eisend, 2010; Grau and Zotos, 2016; Holbrook, 1987; Pollay, 1986; Vadakkepatt et al., 2022). 

While the mold argument emphasises the moral imperative to address advertising’s profound 

consequences for society that are both deplorable and endogenously cultivated, for example in 

relation to the portrayal of gender stereotypes (Pollay, 1986; 1987); the mirror argument 

(Holbrook, 1987) asserts that advertising only reflects societal values that already exist. Thus, 

from the latter perspective, advertising simply mirrors cultural expectations towards gender 

and has an almost negligible impact on society (Eisend, 2010). Specifically, by identifying the 
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recursive relationship between advertising and society, this compilation of papers emphasises 

the ability of advertising to mold society, as well as recognising that advertisers also mirror 

value changes in the cultural climate, adapting the imagery they convey to that which has 

become more widely accepted (Eisend, 2010). 

The thesis takes a critical marketing standpoint in examining and interpreting the 

societal effects of female advertising gender stereotypes (Åkestam et al., 2017; Frith et al., 

2005), counter-stereotypes and ‘femvertising’ (Åkestam et al., 2021; Champlin et al., 2019). 

Thus, it offers deeper understanding of how advertising, which by nature is both pervasive and 

omnipresent, can champion not only female empowerment, but that of any marginalised group 

in society and thereby facilitate that groups’ development by promoting the personal evolution 

of the individual. 

 

Contributions to institutional theory in marketing  
 

In identifying that advertising has an institutional role in society, the compilation of 

papers offers adapted views of both the MSD concept (Giesler and Fischer, 2017) and 

institutional theory in marketing (Chaney et al., 2016; Slimane et al., 2019). It provides 

enhanced theorization on the role of advertising in market systems and institutional change, 

and in doing so also contributes to literature on market shaping (Baker and Nenonen, 2020; 

Ertekin and Atik, 2020; Nenonen et al., 2019; Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013; Zanette and 

Scaraboto, 2019). By highlighting marketing institutional actors’ influence on societal change, 

it builds the premise that institutional change may emanate from developing notions of 

legitimacy within the market system and the market-shaping consequences of advertising itself. 

The thesis acknowledges a shift in extant institutional forces towards the recognition of 

the social responsibility of marketing, in particular advertising (Coleman et al., 2020; Hein et 
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al., 2016; Nolan and Varey, 2014; Tuncay Zayer and Coleman, 2015), is predicated upon 

movement within the normative pillar (Scott, 2001) of institutions at field level. Thus, as a 

result of multilateral subversive interactions with change agents in the market, advertising and 

related institutions may be transformed. Accordingly, the thesis extends understanding about 

the market system conditions, relationships and mechanics that may support a tipping point 

towards lasting adoption of new institutional logics and practices (Baker and Nenonen, 2020; 

Baker et al., 2019; Micelotta et al., 2017). Particularly with reference to consumer‐led 

discourses (Kachen and Krishen, 2020; Luedicke et al., 2010; Valor et al., 2021), the findings 

assist understanding of the role of rhetorical institutional work (Cornelissen et al., 2015) in 

shaping evolving logics in the marketplace through language, dialogue, conflict and meaning 

transfer. 

 

Contributions to market system dynamics (MSD) research  
 

 The contributions of this thesis to MSD (Giesler and Fischer, 2017) are closely 

enmeshed with the contributions to institutional theory and are centred on the shared, iterative 

and recursive influence of advertising in the market. Specifically, the thesis calls attention to 

the prominent role and character of mediatised advertising in influencing cultural and social 

norms and its ability to both shape, and be shaped by the marketplace (Nenonen et al., 2019; 

Zhao and Belk, 2008). Further, in revealing the constituent influences on marketing and 

advertising practitioners that have resulted in the emergence of gender progressive logics and 

practices, the papers advance modelling of transformation mechanics in the dynamic systems 

of markets (Baker et al., 2019; Dolbec and Fischer, 2015; Ertekin and Atik, 2020; Kjeldgaard 

et al., 2017; Regany et al., 2021; Valor et al., 2021; Zanette and Scaraboto, 2019). Situated in 

the literature on marketing for social transformation (Hein et al., 2016; Hult, 2011), the findings 
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show that, (1) societal discourses provide legitimacy for renewed market logics and advertising 

practices, (2) the moral conscience of new entrants to the profession mobilizes change, (3) 

collective consumer opinion puts pressure on organizations to change institutional logics and 

practices, (4) salient gender progressive advertising has influenced the disruption of gender 

portrayal market logics. 

 

Overall contributions of the compilation of papers  
 

In sum, the compilation of papers in this thesis advance literature on gender 

stereotyping in advertising (Eisend, 2019; Wolin, 2003), with a focus on the role of advertising 

in society (Frith and Mueller, 2010; Pollay and Gallagher, 1990; Sherry, 1987), and the societal 

effects of female advertising gender stereotypes (Åkestam et al, 2017; Eisend, 2010). In 

extending the literature domain on the role of advertising in society, the methodological 

conceptual lenses (Jaakkola, 2020) of institutional theory (Chaney et al., 2016; Slimane et al., 

2019), institutional work (Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010), institutional logics (Fan and Zietsma, 

2017) and MSD (Giesler and Fischer, 2017) were employed in synthesis to generate a view of 

the institutional role of advertising in society. Accordingly, the thesis delineates the 

relationship between advertising and sociocultural meaning in the marketplace, as not only 

shared and iterative, but also multilateral and recursive. In other words, advertising content is 

at once, a sociocultural response to the market and a sociocultural influence upon it, and vice 

versa. (See Figure 1.) 
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Figure 1. The institutional role of advertising in a dynamic market system 
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Figure 2. Summary of linkages between research questions, contributions and papers of the thesis  
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Research approach  

 

 

Research philosophy 

 

The philosophical assumptions that underlie qualitative research are stratified as those 

that consider, the nature of reality (ontology); what counts as knowledge and how knowledge 

claims are justified (epistemology); the role of values in research (axiology); and finally, the 

process of research (methodology) (Creswell and Poth, 2016). Accordingly, in qualitative 

research there are considerable benefits for the enhancement of knowledge from reflexively 

evaluating one’s own research philosophy (Duberley et al., 2012). Unarticulated or preordained 

understandings and beliefs have an undeniable effect on the research process via the kinds of 

research questions asked, methods of data collection and analysis, and how the results are 

arrived at, justified and presented. Thus, while the idea of an unequivocal relationship between 

the objects of study and anything beyond the empirical material is rejected in qualitative 

research, the interpretation of the data in relation to the research questions is of great 

consequence (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2017). This places extra importance on researchers’ 

awareness of their own philosophical and theoretical assumptions in order to facilitate wider 

comprehension of the phenomenon being investigated. By means of the author’s own 

reflection, the following sections provide an overview of the research philosophy, methods of 

enquiry and research designs offered in this thesis.  

Towards the subjectivist approach to social science, a nominalist-leaning ontology 

recognizes the nature of reality as a social construction and as a realm of symbolic discourse 

(Holden and Lynch, 2004) whereby in this thesis, the views, opinions, experiences of 

advertising institutional actors operating within the market system are seen as worthy and of 
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value in academic study. Namely, in the compilation of papers, advertising practitioners, the 

journalistic media, consumers and a feminist media advocacy organisation. Here, within an 

interpretivist research framework, subjective meanings can contribute towards knowledge 

development. Remenyi, et al. (1998) describe this as ‘phenomenology.’ Each situation is seen 

as unique and its meaning is a function of the circumstances and those involved in it. Holistic 

meaning is constructed via a series of multiple realities, these layered within the thesis as issues 

on the portrayal of women in advertising; the role of advertising in relation to culture and 

society; the manifestation of institutional change through power struggles of institutional 

actors; and viewing the market with a systems approach. The perspective taken towards the 

analysis of data in this research adopts basic assumptions concerning ontology and 

epistemology. Ontologically, where the social construction of ideas is emphasised, the 

interpretive epistemological approach sees advertising creation in a socially constructed light 

(Berger and Luckman, 1966) since it emerges and draws from negotiations within the market 

system and the prevailing social sphere.  

 Further, while the world as we know and understand it is constructed from our 

perspectives and experiences, through what is ‘observable,’ the researcher’s views and 

experiences impact upon the research and may be value-laden by nature (Saunders et al., 2012). 

As such, the critical realist’s view is that the 'real' cannot be observed and exists independent 

from human perceptions, theories, and constructions, and the purpose of research is to examine 

the unobservable mechanisms that cause events. This approach takes as its subject matter both 

transitive knowledge relating to qualities of changeability or provisionality of our knowledge 

of the real, and the theories of the intransitive events and structures that we seek to understand 

(Bhaskar, 2013). Thus, according to critical realists, unobservable structures cause observable 

events and the social world can be understood only if people understand the structures that 

generate events (Hardy and Maguire, 2017).  
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In drawing focus to the reality behind market actors’ involvement in the process of 

advertising creation, the critical realist philosophy of this research in the marketing discipline 

is axiologically bound to the author’s own human involvement in the marketplace institutions 

of which she is a part. Relatedly, in examining a shift away from gender stereotyping in 

advertising, the compilation of papers calls upon an advocacy-participatory research paradigm 

(Creswell and Poth, 2016) and contains an action agenda for reform that may change the lives 

of women and girls and the institutions in which they live. In contrast with traditional, 

conformist views of the study of marketing, which would call for an apolitical stance, the 

papers emphasise both feminist and postmodern perspectives and consider emerging sources 

of market value as indeed derived from the same (Maclaran et al., 2007; Tadajewski, 2010a). 

Therefore, in examining marketing practices that have hitherto been both constraining and 

harmful for individuals and society, the thesis represents critique of mainstream ideological 

bases of social relations and envisions new progressive possibilities.   

 

 

Research methods  

 

The four papers adopted qualitative research methods and are representative of the 

overall philosophical approach of the thesis. Please see each paper for an in-depth 

methodological account. However, a brief outline is included below. 

 

Paper 1 

In this paper, existing studies on female gender role advertising depictions were 

reviewed, summarised and assimilated in order to bridge findings (Kitchen and Spickett-Jones, 

2003) and direct future research avenues on how cultural variation might interplay with 

gendered advertising. The review utilised qualitative constant comparison analysis (Glaser and 
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Strauss, 1967; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2012) to systematically reduce the literature findings to 

gender role categories as codes inductively. 

 

Paper 2 

Following comparable empirical papers (e.g. Shao et al., 2014; Windels, 2016), this 

study adopted an interpretive research approach via an inductive analytical research strategy 

(Thomas, 2006) based on semi-structured interviews with advertising creative professionals to 

uncover their mental models of female gender role portrayals. 

 

Paper 3 

For this study, a priori codes (Crabtree and Miller, 1999) drawn from Aristotle’s 

rhetorical strategies were employed as a theoretical framework in the deductive thematic 

analysis, whilst simultaneously allowing themes to emerge directly from the data using 

inductive coding. Accordingly, the tenets of social phenomenology were integral to the 

research approach in the process of meeting the research aims (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 

2006). 

 

Paper 4 

Paper 4 applied an interpretive-inductive method, alongside a grounded theory 

approach (Glaser and Strauss, 2017) via semi-structured interviews with an expert sample of 

informants. This methodology allowed for inductive reasoning, exposing solutions to the 

research problems and associated processes through a systematically-applied set of methods 

(Gioia et al., 2013). In parallel, grounded theory and abductive reasoning (Belk and Sobh, 
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2019) generated alternative theoretical explanations about the phenomenon to cultivate new 

theoretical directions.  

 

 

Ethical approval 

 

Ethical approval was sought for all papers before undertaking the research. All 

obligations were met in alignment with the ethics protocols of the University of Portsmouth.  

 

Position of the researcher  

 

As a researcher, my engagement with the tenets of the advocacy-participatory research 

paradigm stems from commitment to understanding how individuals’ social and political 

identities intersect to create different modes of discrimination and privilege (Cho et al., 2013), 

and is suffused within my own character as an essential element of my upbringing. As the 

eldest child of profoundly deaf parents, I developed an awareness of social privilege and 

disadvantage at an early age. Although being part of the close-knit deaf world was a joyful, 

meaningful experience in itself, as a young child I was often called upon to interpret various 

(sometimes, pressing) discussions on behalf of my parents, stepping into a precocious advocacy 

role. Henceforth, I witnessed institutionalised marginalisation, alienation, and hegemony over 

a community beleaguered from wider society and I became instilled with a deep-seated drive 

to provide a voice for systemically excluded vulnerable populations and communities. These 

formative values were bonded during my experiences within my own education, as a woman 

in my career in education marketing and as a marketing educator myself, and were 

subsequently remade when I became a working mother. Against a sociocultural backdrop of 

fourth wave feminism I could clearly see hypocrisy and prejudice in both the gendered 

workplace, and the marketing environment (MacLaren, 2015), and these contexts went on to 
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inform my epistemological assumptions as an insider positioned within the world of my 

research participants (Hellawell, 2006; Naples, 2013). 

In my venture into the critical realist tradition, I became interested in critical feminist 

marketing research, or in other words, that which advocates for the use of radical philosophies 

and theories to expose biases derived from societal power structures (McFall, 2004; 

Tadajewski, 2010a; Tadajewski, 2010b; Wood and Litherland, 2018). In particular, I was keen 

to explore the gendered institutions underlying the production of knowledge, the marketing 

management process, and the wider context of social and economic relations within which 

these activities occur. My engagement with the emergent literature of the time on the 

feminisation of marketing and advertising (Catterall et al., 2013; Gregory, 2009; Grow and 

Deng, 2014; Windels and Lee, 2012) coupled with my teaching and professional expertise in 

advertising, suggested to me the bilateral relationship between progressive marketing and 

women as consumers, and women’s increased visibility in the profession.  Yet, while the trend 

for ‘femvertising’ was gaining traction, a contradiction appeared to remain between 

advertising’s claims to represent women’s equality and empowerment, and the restricting 

gender disparities in creative leadership roles in the industry (Thompson-Whiteside, 2020). 

These themes were among the precursors to my postmodernist research approach that called 

attention to embedded power relationships in the market and holistic sociocultural views of 

consumer value creation (Cova et al., 2013). 

More specifically, the foundations for my adoption of the tenets of critical realism 

were supplemented by my own advocacy-participatory axiological stance, which found an 

outlet by drawing upon both theories of institutional change (Scott, 2005) and postmodern 

feminist discourses (MacLaren et al., 2007; Maclaren, 2015; Otnes and Fischer, 2022). My 

outlook acknowledged firstly, that the marketplace actors referred to in my thesis (the media, 
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brands and advertisers, advertising and marketing professionals, consumers) were products of 

the institutional field in which they operated, and that their interests, goals and strategies were 

institutionally, culturally and historically shaped (Hardy and Maguire, 2017; Zanette and 

Scaraboto, 2019). Secondly, I observed that while marketing itself is in significant ways 

responsible for the creation of gendered subjectivities (MacLaren, 2015), it also has a timely 

opportunity to advocate for the empowerment of women and other previously marginalised 

groups by continuing to disrupt and redefine cultural frontiers (Borghini et al., 2009; 

Diamond et al., 2009; Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013; Zanette and Pereira Zamith Brito, 2019), 

enhancing the ability of such groups to embrace themselves as valuable.  
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Foreword to Paper 1 and links to next papers  

 

 
The first paper of the thesis presented an initial exploration and updated review of 

literature on cross-cultural female gender role stereotyping in advertising. As a literature 

review, it formed a springboard from which the other studies were developed, and allowed a 

thorough understanding of the nature and prevalence of female gender stereotyping in 

advertising. Gender stereotyping refers to the practice of ascribing to an individual woman or 

man specific attributes, characteristics, or roles by reason only of her or his membership in the 

social group of women or men (United Nations, 2021). The ongoing abundance of literature on 

the topic pointed towards a continued focus on the gender inequity perpetuated by stereotypes 

in advertising and determined that they tend to be overwhelmingly harmful, outdated and 

unrepresentative (e.g. Eisend, 2019; Matthes and Prieler, 2020; Teng et al., 2021). Given the 

omnipresence of mass media advertising, the use of gender stereotypes has an unmistakably 

wrongful effect on women and society by limiting women’s capacity to develop their personal 

abilities, pursue their professional careers and make choices about their lives.  This paper 

examined empirical research papers since 2000 which consider five of the largest advertising 

markets of the world, Brazil, China, Germany, the United Kingdom and the United States. It 

identified that there were inconsistencies between studies that employed national and cultural 

gender indices as factor comparisons (e.g. Matthes and Prieler, 2020; Matthes et al., 2016; 

Milner and Collins, 2000; Nelson and Paek, 2005; Paek et al., 2011).  This finding led to the 

development of the first research question of the thesis (RQ1): What is the nature of the 

influences upon cross-cultural variation in female gender role stereotypes in advertising around 

the world? 

While the extant literature remained inconclusive on the underlying reasons for 

variation in stereotyped depictions across countries, the review suggested that a fresh approach 
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to research was required. Hence, this paper advocated for an inductive and emic approach that 

would reveal the complex, nuanced cultural influences upon women’s portrayal in advertising; 

rather than the deductive approach based on indices of cultural comparison (e.g. the United 

Nations Gender Development Index; Hofstede’s Masculinity dimension of culture) that had 

dominated prior research. Accordingly, the future research directions recommended in this 

paper were drawn upon in bricolage within the subsequent papers in the compilation. Firstly, 

in Paper 2, the idiosyncratic Brazilian cultural themes and influences upon advertising 

practitioners’ depictions of women were elucidated in an outline of their mental models. In 

papers three and four, this conceptualisation of practitioners’ mental models informed the 

development of the subsequent research lens of institutional logics that was adopted. 
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Paper 1. Cultural variation in gender roles in advertising.  A review and 

future research agenda 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Numerous studies have accumulated in the literature over the last half century on 

portrayals of women in advertising. Research assesses various forms of gender role 

stereotyping including whether women are shown as dependent upon men; in working or 

professional roles; shown as decorative or sexual objects; whether or not the setting is in the 

home; and the types of products featured by gender. Despite changes in social norms, 

depictions of women remain stereotyped, although there is variation in different parts of the 

world. In order to determine the reasons for such differences, several factoral comparisons 

based on gender indices including Hofstede’s Masculinity Index, GLOBE’s Gender 

Egalitarianism Index and the Gender-related Development Index have been applied in previous 

research but results have remained inconclusive. This review examines recent literature on five 

of the largest advertising markets of the world, Brazil, China, Germany, the United Kingdom 

and the United States, providing an up-to-date overview of studies and justifying a recalibrated 

approach to future research. It is recommended that upcoming studies draw upon wider 

complex influences and relational processes in order to elucidate the nature and extent of 

change required in different parts of the world towards equitable gender portrayals. As such, 

the paper advocates for a future research direction that emphasises emic perspectives, drawing 

upon broad, holistic understanding of cultural heritage and themes rather than indices. Further, 

the employment of semiotic, rhetorical and critical discourse analyses would allow deeper 

interpretation of stereotyped depictions in advertising that are often hidden and insidious in 

nature. The contemporary marketplace, where consumers and stakeholders increasingly 
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question business’ social impact, makes future research on this pressing issue as important as 

ever. 

 

Keywords Gender roles, Gender stereotyping in advertising, Cross-cultural, Literature review, 

Cultural heritage, Social impact 

 

 

Introduction  

 

Gender portrayal in advertising has received significant attention in the literature for 

many decades (e.g. Eisend 2019; McArthur and Resko, 1975; Michell and Taylor, 1990; 

Whipple and Courtney, 1985; Wolin, 2003). Previous reviews of the extensive literature in the 

field have been undertaken and provide valuable evidence to confirm the predominance of 

stereotyped gender role portrayals in advertising (Eisend, 2010; Grau and Zotos, 2016; Mager 

and Hegelson, 2011; Wolin, 2003). Gender stereotypes are often employed by advertising 

creative practitioners as a way to create ‘watchable’ storylines, communicate quickly and 

simplify audience processing (Cramphorn and Meyer, 2009; Windels, 2016). Extant research 

across cultures, over several decades, has consistently found female portrayals to be 

stereotyped more often than those of males, but the nature and level of stereotyping varies 

between cultural and national contexts (Matthes and Prieler, 2020; Eisend, 2010). Despite a 

small longitudinal decrease in stereotyping, mirroring gender-related developments in society 

(Eisend, 2010), and the rise of ‘femvertising’ or advertising that celebrates female 

empowerment, advertising continues to feature narrow gender role portrayals in most corners 

of the globe (Eisend, 2019; Sobande, 2019).  

Scholars have highlighted the macho and sexist organisational culture that has 

historically prevailed within the global advertising industry underlying the stickiness of this 
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gender stereotyping (Thompson-Whiteside et al., 2020). A key aim of research has also been 

to link gender portrayals to wider influences emanating from the local cultural context (Grau 

and Zotos, 2016), however no studies have been able to systematically address wider 

sociocultural influences in relation to gender portrayals across countries and regions of the 

globe. This is surprising given that values, attitudes and norms related to gender roles vary 

substantially across cultures (Boddewyn, 1991) and that gender developments and value 

changes in society have a shared, iterative and recursive relationship with advertising (Eisend, 

2010; Middleton and Turnbull, 2021). Furthermore, comparative empirical examination of 

differences in gender stereotyping in advertising across countries, utilising sample equivalence, 

is relatively scarce (Matthes and Prieler, 2020; Matthes et al., 2016; Nelson and Paek, 2005). 

Nevertheless, in attempt to explain country differences, a few studies have employed factoral 

comparisons based on gender indices, including Hofstede’s Masculinity Index, GLOBE’s 

Gender Egalitarianism Index, the Gender-related Development Index and the Gender 

Inequality Index (Milner and Collins, 2000; Paek et al., 2011) but findings related to these 

factors have been inconclusive. 

Understanding the factors behind such stereotyping is important because advertising is 

considered to have the power to influence society and shape cultural meaning, thus 

perpetuating gender inequality in society (Eisend, 2019; Cramphorn, 2011). In this manner, 

narrowly-defined depictions of gender in advertising play a role in the social construction of 

gender identity and have the potential to cause harm to individuals through restricting choices, 

aspirations and opportunities. Indeed, there are troubling and dangerous consequences 

associated with portrayals featuring objectification, inappropriate sexualization and unhealthily 

thin or unattainable body images (Middleton et al., 2020). ‘Thin ideal’ advertising imagery 

represents a high-risk factor for several forms of psychological dysfunction, including eating 

disorders, dietary restraint, depressive symptoms and body-focussed anxiety (Calogero et al., 
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2005; Grabe et al., 2008). Of further pressing concern, is the recognition that female sexual 

objectification in advertising plays a direct role in the maintenance of threatening societal 

outcomes for women, inter alia, women and men’s diminished view of women’s competence, 

morality, and humanity; greater support of adversarial sexual beliefs; normalization of male 

sexual aggression and violence towards women; and increased male self-reported rape 

likelihood (Bates et al., 2019; Gurrieri et al., 2016; Vance et al., 2015). From this standpoint, 

the development of new insights on the extent to which advertising gender stereotypes are the 

direct result of regional, cultural influences will assist in efforts to secure more respectful and 

representative advertising creative practices in the future.  

Towards this aim, in this paper, existing studies on female gender role advertising 

depictions were reviewed, summarised and assimilated in order to bridge findings (Kitchen and 

Spickett-Jones, 2003) and direct future research avenues on how cultural variation might 

interplay with gendered advertising. The review took five of the largest global advertising 

markets of Brazil, China, Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States as its focus of 

attention. The third largest global advertising market, Japan was excluded from the study due 

the lack of relevant and comparable academic research on the country. In Latin America, Brazil 

is the leading market, whilst in Europe, the UK and Germany are foremost. The United States 

is the primary global market in advertising investment, spending over 243 billion U.S. dollars 

in 2019. This is 2.5 times more than China, which ranked second globally, spending 91 billion 

dollars in the same year (Statista, 2019). The study considers the principal role stereotypes used 

by advertising practitioners in constructing gender portrayals. These are homemaker, 

professional and decorative/ sexual object (Eisend, 2019; McArthur and Resko, 1975; 

Plakoyiannaki and Zotos 2009). The homemaker stereotype is overwhelmingly featured as a 

woman taking the responsibility for domestic tasks (Matthes et al., 2016; Paek at al., 2011). 

Similarly, the portrayal of a decorative or sexual object in a suggestive, revealing pose is most 
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often a woman as opposed to a man where the character role in the ad provides sexual interest 

(Wirtz et al., 2018). The professional role in advertising portrayals is shown as an executive, 

an expert or in a position of power or influence and is most often reserved for men (Kim and 

Lowry, 2005; Matthes et al., 2016).  

This review confirms that patterns of cross-cultural variation in gender role portrayal 

in advertising are not linked directly to local sociocultural measures of gender equality and 

calls for future research that employs less heuristic measures to build a rich and broad 

understanding of the influences on gender role stereotyping in advertising in country-wide 

contexts. The following propositions arise from the author’s substantial review of the literature 

and are offered as suggestions to direct future research: (1) Consider cultural heritage and 

holistic context over cultural indices. (2) Utilise semiotic, rhetorical and critical discourse 

analysis to expose gendered advertising meanings. (3) Take a critical praxis approach to 

enhance the social impact of research. (4) Beware of the voice of the consumer. 

 

 

Method 

 

 

Literature review 

 

In this paper, existing studies on female gender role advertising depictions were 

reviewed, summarised and assimilated in order to bridge findings and direct future research 

avenues on how cultural variation might interplay with gendered advertising. (Hoon, 2013; 

Kitchen and Spickett-Jones, 2003; Wolin, 2003) and which in turn have a powerful effect on 

gender roles and stereotypes in society (Middleton and Turnbull, 2021). While prior research 

articles spanning 50 years have failed to reach a conclusion about cultural bases for differing 
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gendered advertising content in particular parts of the world, the paper takes a fresh starting 

point by outlining national and regional differences in stereotyped portrayals of gender in 

advertising by drawing from a selection of papers. 

In extant studies, advertising data is coded for variables that include gender role, 

location, background, age, sex of the central figure, rewards offered for using a product, basis 

for credibility in the ad and type of product advertised (e.g. Knoll et al., 2011; Mager and 

Hegelson, 2011; Matthes et al., 2016). Social gender roles in advertising content are generally 

more conspicuous to audiences and therefore reflect and further cultivate stereotypes that are 

already held in society (Middleton et al., 2020). For this reason the inclusion criteria for the 

literature search focused on gender role characteristics. The roles were derived from the wider 

coding scheme applied by Lysonski (1985) that comprised dependency, housewife, women 

concerned with physical attractiveness, women as sex objects, women in non-traditional 

activities, career-oriented women, voice of authority. In many studies, physical and sexual 

attractiveness are considered interchangeably, therefore these were combined and the final 

social gender role categories that were eventually used in the analysis were homemaker, 

professional and decorative/ sexual object. As gender stereotyping in advertising has decreased 

over the years by a small degree alongside changing role developments in society (Eisend 2010; 

2019), empirical papers published before 2000 were excluded. This criterion also sets the 

timeline of the study to allow for a wider shift in cultural ideology and social discourses that 

accompanied the rise of third-wave feminism in the late 1990s and fourth-wave in the 2010s, 

and the subsequent reflection of these movements in advertising portrayals of gender 

(Maclaren, 2015). Finally, as inclusion/ exclusion criteria for the literature search, the selection 

of five of the top advertising markets of the world considerably reduced the original amount of 

literature to a set of 25 papers (see Table 3). 
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Data analysis  

 

By drawing upon findings from selected extant studies, the review utilised qualitative 

constant comparison analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2012) to 

systematically reduce the literature findings to gender role categories as codes inductively. To 

begin with, in the first stage of data analysis following the process adopted by Strauß (2018), 

relevant findings from the studies reviewed were collated according to the three gender role 

stereotypes homemaker, professional and decorative/ sexual object and direct comparisons 

between countries were tabulated. This required a balanced mode of analysis to identify and 

interpret relevant data, tracking back and forth and searching for patterns in the data order that 

could be built upon, reviewed, or ultimately, discounted (Kennedy et al., 2018). Next, once the 

data had been assembled into order from the available information, findings from the studies 

in the review were manually compared, synthesised and broad patterns of difference were 

noted. Towards ensuring reliability of the data analysis process, two data coders were called 

upon to independently sense-check the entire data analysis process (Wallendorf and Belk, 

1989). This resulted in full primary agreement between the three coders. Finally, the author’s 

engagement with relevant literature provided the oversight to inform the resulting research 

agenda and potential avenues for future research were illuminated.  
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Table 3. Empirical papers since 2000 on female social gender role portrayals in advertising used for the 

literature review 

 

Country Empirical paper Other countries included in the research 
Brazil Nelson and Paek, 2005 

Acevedo et al., 2006 
Nelson and Paek, 2008 
Paek, Nelson and Vilela, 2011 
Matthes, Prieler and Adam, 2016 
Middleton, Turnbull and Oliveira, 

2020 
Matthes and Prieler, 2020 
Shinoda, Veludo-de-Oliveira and 

Pereira, 2020 

Brazil, China, France, India, South Korea, Thailand, US 
None  
Canada, China, Germany, South Korea, Thailand US 
Canada, China, Germany, South Korea, Thailand, US 
Austria, China, France, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, Romania, 

Slovakia, South Korea, Spain, UK, US 
None 
Austria, China, France, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, Romania, 

Slovakia, South Korea, Spain, UK, US  
None 

China Nelson and Paek, 2005 
Nelson and Paek, 2008 
Zhang, Srisupandit and 

Cartwright, 2009 
Paek, Nelson and Vilela, 2011 
Huang and Lowry, 2012 
Shao, Desmarais and Weaver, 

2014 
Huang and Lowry, 2015 
Matthes, Prieler and Adam, 2016 
Matthes and Prieler, 2020 

Brazil, China, France, India, South Korea, Thailand, US  
Brazil, Canada, Germany, South Korea, Thailand, US 
US, Thailand 
Brazil, Canada, Germany, South Korea, Thailand, US 
None 
None 
None 
Austria, Brazil, France, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, Romania, 

Slovakia, South Korea, Spain, UK, US 
Austria, Brazil, France, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, Romania, 

Slovakia, South Korea, Spain, UK, US 
Germany  Lass and Hart, 2004 

Döring and Pöschl, 2006 
Nelson and Paek, 2008 
Knoll, Eisend and Steinhagen, 

2011 
Paek, Nelson and Vilela, 2011 
Matthes, Prieler and Adam, 2016 
Matthes and Prieler, 2020 

UK, Italy 
None 
Brazil, Canada, China, South Korea, Thailand, US 
None 
Brazil, Canada, China, South Korea, Thailand, US 
Austria, Brazil, China, France, Japan, Netherlands, Romania, 

Slovakia, South Korea, Spain, UK, US 
Austria, Brazil, China, France, Japan, Netherlands, Romania, 

Slovakia, South Korea, Spain, UK, US 
United 

Kingdom 
Furnham and Farragher, 2000 
Odekerken‐Schröder, De Wulf 

and Hofstee, 2002 
Lass and Hart, 2004 
Nassif and Gunter, 2008 
Plakoyiannaki and Zotos, 2009 
Kay and Furnham, 2013 
Matthes, Prieler and Adam, 2016 
Matthes and Prieler, 2020 

New Zealand 
Netherlands 
Germany, Italy 
Saudi Arabia 
None 
None  
Austria, Brazil, China, France, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, 

Romania, Slovakia, South Korea, Spain, US 
Austria, Brazil, China, France, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, 

Romania, Slovakia, South Korea, Spain, US 
United States Frith, Shaw and Cheng, 2005 

Nelson and Paek, 2005 
Monk-Turner et al., 2007 
An and Kim, 2007  
Nelson and Paek, 2008 
Stankiewicz and Rosselli, 2008 
Zhang, Srisupandit and 

Cartwright, 2009 
Mager and Helgeson, 2011 
Paek, Nelson and Vilela, 2011 
Matthes, Prieler and Adam, 2016 
Matthes and Prieler, 2020 

Singapore, Taiwan 
Brazil, China, France, India, South Korea, Thailand, US  
None 
Korea 
Brazil, Canada, China, Germany, South Korea, Thailand 
None 
China, Thailand 
None 
Brazil, Canada, China, Germany, South Korea, Thailand, US 
Austria, Brazil, China, France, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, 

Romania, Slovakia, South Korea, Spain, UK 
Austria, Brazil, China, France, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, 

Romania, Slovakia, South Korea, Spain, UK 
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Results 

 

Key findings from empirical studies since 2000 on country-specific variation in female 

gender role stereotypes in advertising 

 

 

The literature revealed notable variations in gender role portrayals of women in 

advertising across countries. An outline of the most striking findings from studies follows and 

is set out by country context. 

 

Brazil  

Women are frequently portrayed as housewives compared to other roles and locations 

(Acevedo et al., 2006), and despite the racially-diverse nature of the Brazilian population, the 

vast majority of women shown as homemakers have white skin (Shinoda et al., 2020). There 

are very few portrayals of women in prestigious or professional roles or as high-income earners 

(Acevedo et al., 2006; Shinoda et al., 2020). Traditional gender roles are the norm in 

advertising, and there is an emphasis on sexual portrayals of women and high levels of nudity 

(Acevedo et al., 2006; Middleton et al., 2020; Nelson and Paek, 2005). In terms of beauty 

norms, ads in female-audience magazines are more likely to feature thin women, while ads in 

male-audience magazines are more likely to feature curvaceous women (Shinoda et al., 2020). 

In decorative/ sexual object roles there are very few portrayals that feature women with black 

or indigenous racial features (Middleton et al., 2020; Nelson and Paek, 2005). 

 

China  

There are a low number of portrayals in Chinese ads of women as homemakers 

compared to other countries including South Korea, Thailand, and the United States (Paek et 
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al., 2011). There is no difference between male and female primary characters shown in general 

work settings (Huang and Lowry, 2015; Matthes et al., 2016), indeed women are portrayed 

more often as workers rather than as homemakers (An and Kim, 2007), which is different from 

other Confucian countries (Nam et al., 2011; Paek et al., 2011). In fact, more women are 

portrayed as working professionals than men (Zhang et al., 2009), nevertheless men are more 

likely to be shown as high‐level executives than women (Huang and Lowry, 2015; Zhang et 

al., 2009) and Chinese women are more likely than Western women to be shown in working 

roles than non-working roles (Huang and Lowry, 2015). Women are shown as decorative more 

often (Huang and Lowry, 2015), and with higher levels of nudity, than men (Huang and Lowry, 

2012), although sexual appeals in general are included in a very restrained fashion (Matthes 

and Prieler, 2020; Shao et al., 2014). Decorative/ sexual object roles are used more often for 

Western models than Chinese models (Huang and Lowry, 2015; Frith et al., 2005), and this is 

the case for both men and women. Further, in advertising for Western brands in China models 

wear less clothing than models in advertising for Chinese brands (Huang and Lowry, 2012). 

 

Germany  

There is a predominance of female primary characters shown in home settings 

compared to men (Knoll et al., 2011; Matthes et al., 2016) and men are much more likely than 

women to be portrayed in work-related locations (Knoll et al., 2011; Matthes et al., 2016;). 

Both women and men are shown as professional workers more often than homemakers or 

general workers (Paek et al., 2011). Compared to 12 other countries in the study, including 

Brazil, China, the United Kingdom and the United States, German advertising display the 

second highest levels of nude and partially dressed characters (with the Netherlands featuring 

the most) (Matthes and Prieler, 2020). 
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United Kingdom  

There is no difference between female and male primary characters shown in home 

settings (Matthes et al., 2016; Nassif and Gunter, 2008), but males are shown in a work setting 

more often than females (Furnham and Farragher, 2000; Kay and Furnham, 2013; Matthes et 

al., 2016). Nevertheless, despite women being more commonly shown at work than in a 

domestic setting, they are more likely than men to be shown with domestic products (Kay and 

Furnham, 2013). Compared to the Netherlands, British advertisements portray women less 

often in working roles, but this does not apply to high- or mid-level professional roles 

(Odekerken‐Schröder et al., 2002). In British men’s and women’s magazine advertisements 

women were portrayed in decorative/ sexual object roles, in three-quarters of the ads in the 

sample, compared to other roles that included homemaker and professional (Plakoyiannaki and 

Zotos, 2009).  There is no difference between the UK and the Netherlands in women portrayed 

in decorative roles, but in the UK, women are shown a sex objects slightly more often than in 

the Netherlands (Odekerken‐Schröder et al., 2002). This finding contrasts with Matthes and 

Prieler (2020). 

 

United States  

Women are much more likely to be depicted in homemaker settings than men (Monk-

Turner et al., 2007). There is no gender difference in American advertisements between women 

and men shown as workers (Zhang et al., 2009). Women are presented in a variety of roles, 

which includes professional executive, however, overall they are still shown as dependent upon 

men (Mager and Helgeson, 2011). The majority of advertisements featuring women in men’s 

magazines, women’s fashion magazines and adolescent girls’ magazines present them as sex 

objects (Stankiewicz and Rosselli, 2008). 
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Conclusions and future research recommendations 

 

As one of the most well-researched areas of cross-cultural advertising (Eisend, 2019), 

studies of gender portrayal have sought to highlight the presence of outdated representations 

of women that have not kept step with evolving gender roles in society. Whilst extant research 

has identified the existence of variation in the use and extent of gender role stereotypes across 

national contexts (Eisend, 2010; Grau and Zotos, 2016), this review shows inconsistencies in 

findings between studies, therefore deterring any quest to uncover systematic and persisting 

patterns of gender portrayal across country borders. The presence of conflicting results between 

academic papers prevents the conclusion that there are predictable, measurable influences on 

gendered advertising content that emanate directly from either the sociocultural measures of 

gender equality, or industry norms pertaining to each particular geographical locale, or both. 

Noting this point, this paper supports insights developed in other literature (Matthes et al., 

2016; Nelson and Paek, 2005; Paek et al., 2011) that gendered advertising content cannot be 

viewed as a simple conveyor of relatively stable cultural and societal gender indices 

(Hofstede’s masculinity/ femininity cultural dimension and the Gender Equality Index, for 

example), and that there are likely to be more complex, idiosyncratic influences at play. These 

influences may indeed stem from an accumulation of regional sociocultural, historical and 

political factors that shape gender dynamics (Inglehart and Norris, 2003), as well as particular 

nuances related to the emergence of local industry-specific practices (Middleton et al., 2020; 

Thompson-Whiteside and Turnbull, 2021). Influences on advertising creation and creative 

practices are deeply embedded in a rich and complex set of shared conceptions about the social 

context in which the advertising resides, implicit understanding of how advertising works and 

ideas about the impact of advertising on consumers (Nyilasy et al., 2013). The shifting, unique 

nature of such influences may make meaningful direct comparisons across countries and even 

relatively short timescales, difficult. Therefore, attempts to uncover variation in the extent and 
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nature of gender stereotyping in advertising across cultures and regions, by tackling singular 

influences in relative isolation are only likely to have limited explanatory power. Accordingly, 

the overview provided by examination of the literature in this paper leads to a call for future 

research directions that are based upon wider complex influences and relational processes.  

 

Cultural heritage and holistic context over cultural indices 

Firstly, the author recommends an emic, country-specific approach towards 

understanding gender role portrayals, which would relate to wider tendencies and 

predispositions particular to specific cultures and local execution-level factors that shape 

gendered advertising content. Examining wider cultural heritage rather than focusing directly 

on indices of outcomes of women’s social progress will allow for deeper understanding of the 

underpinning influence of societal values (Inglehart and Norris, 2003) on gender stereotypes 

in advertising. This approach considers that the realisation of gender equality within a national 

context is not just dependent upon, nor even a direct outcome of statutory reform or formal 

mechanisms for the recognition of women’s rights (Andersen, 2004; Seguino, 2007). Such 

holistic, context specific influences would rest on the starting point that there are differing 

historical pathways in parts of the world. For example, the emergence and maintenance of 

democratic institutions, the legacy of Communism, or the pace of industrial development 

(Inglehart and Norris, 2003). In addition, existing sociocultural differences along such cleavage 

lines as ethnicity, religious denomination, prosperity and education have led to divergent 

societal emphases in the rise of gender equality values (Inglehart and Welzel, 2010) that are 

subsequently mirrored in advertising. Thus, future research that provides a nuanced, localised 

picture of underlying cultural values has the potential for increased revelatory power in 

accounting for and interpreting, variation in gendered advertising content.  
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For example, while the current synthesis of research findings did show some 

consistencies across studies of gender portrayals in China, these did not follow directly from 

sociocultural gender indices (Matthes et al., 2016; Paek et al., 2011). Rather, Chinese 

traditional values and attitudes towards gender and family structures are likely to be subject to 

Confucian ethics. This secular guiding philosophy provides moral codes that guide behaviour 

in the home, placing women in traditional roles and may also indicate the low levels of 

sexualised portrayals found in Chinese advertising. However, the Communist political and 

historical context with equality in treatment of workers (Qian and Qian, 2015) would seem to 

underpin equality in workplace-related gender portrayals, outside of the home. Nevertheless, 

neighbouring Thailand with an authoritarian political system, and a cultural heritage that is 

likewise influenced by Confucianism, shows markedly more permissive use of sexual appeals 

in advertising. This may be the result of the country’s dominant religion, Buddhism, dictating 

less moralistic or restrictive attitudes towards sex (Nelson and Paek, 2005). 

The dearth of ethnographic research on gender stereotypes in advertising sees very few 

recent studies employing historical and cultural research methods to reveal the broad interplay 

between gender portrayals in advertising and societal developments (Coleman et al., 2020; 

McDonald et al., 2021; Veloso et al., 2021), and how each shapes the other (Middleton and 

Turnbull, 2021). McDonald, et al. (2021) traced demographic, social, cultural, legal and 

political environments and events between 1848 and 2020 in the United States. In exploring 

how changes in the environment transformed national attitudes, values and behaviours in 

society, they linked these to shifts in gendered advertising portrayals. The research signalled 

women’s movement milestones, for example the Violence Against Women Act (1994), the 

appointment of Madeleine Albright as first female Secretary of State (1997), Jackson v. 

Birmingham Board of Education –Supreme Court Title IX prohibiting the punishment of 

complaints about sex-based discrimination (2005), Tarana Burke coining the phrase ‘Me Too’ 
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as short-hand for the demonstration of solidarity against sexual assault and violence (2006). 

This analysis illuminated how the accumulation of gender progressive events in the macro 

environment and accompanying shifts in societal discourses influenced the development of 

counter-stereotypical or empowered advertising portrayals, for example Wonderbra: ‘Hello 

Boys’ (1994), Nike: ‘If You Let Me Play’ – powerful women in sports (1995), Dove: ‘The 

Campaign for Real Beauty’ (2004). 

In a similar vein, Middleton, et al.’s (2020) study of Brazilian advertising practitioners’ 

mental models highlighted nuanced discourses on the value placed on attractiveness, beauty 

and sexuality in the country, which in turn are drawn upon in the advertising creative process. 

Shinoda, et al. (2021) offer further unique insights by drawing upon Brazilian sociocultural 

themes to explain persistent patterns of advertising stereotyping. For example, the ‘Madonna–

whore’ dichotomy, denoting the patriarchal idea that women are either good, chaste and pure 

or bad, promiscuous and seductive, and women’s ‘double shift,’ which sees them 

predominantly taking on both remunerated employment and all the house chores. 

Of the 25 research articles in this paper’s review of studies, all except three (Lass and 

Hart, 2004; Middleton et al., 2020; Shao et al., 2014) employed content analyses, which to a 

greater or lesser extent relied upon heuristic measures. In contrast, future studies that take an 

ethnographic approach could consider individual country contexts and the wide range of social, 

political, historical, economic, religious and cultural influences on gendered advertising 

content. The development of such insights would be especially fruitful in closing the current 

gap exposed by extant studies of variance within and between country contexts that has hitherto 

remained unexplained. In accessing the cultural system as a working whole, constructs drawn 

from “the inside perspective” will move scholarship on gendered advertising content towards 

that which will “resonate with cultural insiders' self-understandings” (Morris et al., 1999, 

p.782). Observations recorded in a rich qualitative form are likely to yield greater focus on the 



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

42 
  

composite, applied context of gender representations (Nunan, 2020) rather than categorising 

them as simple by-products of theoretical cultural dimensions. In this sense, a closer 

examination of intricate meanings and cultural subtexts may allow researchers to detect the 

more subtle ways gender stereotypes manifest in contemporary advertising.  

 

Exposing hidden meaning - semiotics, rhetoric and critical discourse 

While complex and multifaceted brand meaning generated by advertising is best 

conceptualised as a gestalt (Diamond et al., 2009), semiotic, rhetorical and critical discourse 

analyses would allow the exposure of signs, systems and meanings used in advertising that are 

not always immediately understood. such an approach would reveal important elements of the 

social processes and functions of gendered communication in advertising specific to cultural 

context (Holbrook, 2012; Solík, 2014).  Some limited advertising research to-date has 

employed this vantage point. For example, Ourahmoune, et al. (2014) used a socio-semiotic 

reading to identify and decipher gender ideologies in brand narratives. In doing so they were 

able to unveil how conservative gender representations are subtly reproduced in French 

advertising and form part of dominant institutions, despite a rich tradition of feminist thought 

in the country. Sobande (2019) developed and applied a critical theoretical framework from 

Black feminist media and cultural studies to uncover highly nuanced racist and sexist 

advertisements themes, which were obscured and structural in nature. While some other studies 

have employed Fairclough’s (2005) ‘transdisciplinary’ critical discourse analysis to spotlight 

power male/ female power imbalances within advertisements, including detailed consideration 

of the sociohistorical conditions in which the texts operated (Shaikh et al., 2015) and to reveal 

how the ideology of beauty is constructed and reconstructed in magazine advertisements by 

manipulative stereotyping, presenting beauty products as a means to a better life (Kaur et al., 

2013). In wider research in the marketing discipline, Hartman and Coslor (2018) were similarly 
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able to explore institutional complexity, deeper meaning and contradictory market logics in 

advertisements for commercial egg donation, by employing a rhetorical and semiotic approach. 

Zhang, et al.’s (2015) critical analysis of myths in promotional texts revealed how a tourism 

organisation signified territory and promoted Hong Kong as socioculturally separate from 

China, while exercising power and political contestation through tourism. 

Further critical and interpretive academic studies such as those outlined here could 

expose deeper nuances in stereotypical advertising representations and would be especially 

valuable in contemporary times when brands and advertisers are increasingly called upon to 

recognise their responsibilities towards enhancing the fabric of society (ASA, 2019). This 

would contrast with traditional, conformist views of the study of marketing, which proscribe 

an apolitical stance. However, research taking a deconstructivist approach while emphasising 

regional and local context would allow further identification of emerging sources of market 

value derived from feminist and postmodern perspectives (Middleton and Turnbull, 2021; 

Steinfield et al., 2019). Taking marketing practices that have hitherto been both constraining 

and harmful for individuals and society as subject matter, and offering explanations of their 

creation from oppressive power structures would envision new progressive possibilities for 

research.  

 

From critical praxis to social impact 

While prior literature reviewed here has established that there is variation in the extent 

of stereotyping in advertising across cultures, the emphasis in research should now be on the 

development of critical approaches to reduce such stereotyping, according to the discrete nature 

of the problem in context. The use of critical praxis (Lather, 1986) - or critical thinking to 

uncover social injustices and inform practices that relate to these injustices – with a 

transformative approach (Hein et al., 2016; Steinfield et al., 2019) would allow future research 
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to go much further in uncovering the systems in the advertising industry that perpetuate gender 

inequitable portrayals in various cross-cultural contexts. This would ensure the practical use 

and relevance of research findings, bridging the gap between academia and industry, an area 

that in advertising research has hitherto not often been considered (De Pelsmacker, 2020). 

Further, it would emphasise the sharing and alignment of the goals of academic research and 

those of market stakeholders and practitioners, underlining the importance of finding practical 

solutions to a pressing, hands-on problem (Piacentini et al., 2019). 

Studies that consider influences on advertising practitioners’ creative codes (Stuhlfaut 

and Windels, 2012), mental models or institutional logics (Coleman et al., 2020; Middleton et 

al., 2020; Nyilasy et al., 2013; Shao et al., 2014) have been invaluable in establishing the 

mechanisms that constitute stereotyped portrayals as cultural practices and symbolic 

constructions, and are thus anchored within the institutional constraints under which they take 

place. Extending research in this area would increase practitioners’ own insights on their 

conceptualizations of gender portrayals and assist in bridging the gap between academia and 

industry regarding the transformation of advertising stereotypes in different cultural contexts 

(Chen et al., 2020). This would be particularly advantageous in geographical or regional 

contexts that are currently under-researched, for example, Japan and the Middle East, and have 

pertinent issues in relation to gendered society (Fletcher-Brown, 2020).  

Further, a focus on advertising practice would yield opportunities to address academic 

interest in management for social impact (Business Roundtable, 2019; Siemieniako et al., 

2021). For many businesses, positive, sustainable relationships with stakeholders and wider 

communities are increasingly contingent upon their ability to manage the social impact of their 

work on both people and ecology (Shobeiri et al., 2016; Wood, 2010). Burgeoning 

understanding of the capacity of business to shape and influence not just the marketplace but 

societal structures and consumers’ lives, makes the complex ways advertising may challenge 
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gender oppression vital to consider (Middleton and Turnbull, 2021; Nenonen et al., 2019; 

Piacentini et al. 2019). Indeed, by considering how advertisers implement socially responsible 

practices on issues of gendered advertising content (or otherwise) and how this varies across 

cultural contexts, researchers would be better able to collate a robust understanding of the 

extent of localised issues and how best to manage them at source.  

The effective testing and monitoring of such practices could then pave the way for the 

development of improved strategies for social good, further influencing positive social change 

efforts in the future. Specifically, research should address such questions as: What measures 

are in place within advertising agencies to secure representative portrayals (if any?) and which 

ones are likely to be the most effective? How is progress being made? What is the managerial 

commitment to gender-balanced creative and senior leadership and creative team make-up? To 

what extent are brands and advertising agencies auditing gender representations in advertising? 

What is the nature and content of such auditing?  Perhaps most importantly, what are the 

sources of unconscious bias inherent in advertising creation, and how can these be eliminated?  

 

Beware of the voice of the consumer 

Considerable prior research has assessed audience responses to gender role stereotypes 

in advertising in various cultural contexts (e.g., Grougiou et al., 2020; Gurrieri et al., 2019; 

Huhmann and Limbu, 2016; Lass and Hart, 2004; Manceau and Tissier-Desbordes, 2006), and 

recently there has been some research on the effectiveness of non-stereotyped gender role 

depictions and ‘femvertising,’ or female empowerment themed advertising (e.g., Åkestam et 

al, 2017; Liljedal et al., 2020; Teng et al., 2021). Consumer responses to gendered advertising 

content have been thought to be an important area for international advertisers to consider 

because they assist understanding of market-based predilections for certain gender role 

portrayals, especially when these are based on localised cultural patterns, values or beliefs. 
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However, future research that takes a wider view of practices and actions undertaken by 

consumers in the market system would provide a means of deepening insights and allow a 

fertile basis for more thorough understanding of both the societal and brand-related impacts of 

gendered advertising across cultures.  

Consumers across the world increasingly recognise that gender stereotypes in 

advertising do not accurately reflect them and indeed that their use can be harmful to women 

in society (Gurrieri et al., 2019; Kantar, 2018). Further, they have a range of emotional, 

cognitive, sensory, relational and behavioural motivations for practising socially responsible 

consumption (Shobeiri et al., 2016). Acting on these motivations, consumers are more likely 

than ever before to criticise brands they see as responsible for perpetuating outdated, pernicious 

gender stereotypes (Chaney and Ben-Slimane, 2019; Middleton et al., 2021;), with social media 

providing a forum for them to collectively state their discontent (Middleton et al., 2020).  When 

consumers engage in these practices en masse, acting as social activists, such negative word of 

mouth can constitute a form of brand sabotage and represent a real threat to brand equity (Kähr 

et al., 2016; Kintu and Ben-Slimane, 2020). Up-to-date research in varied cultural contexts on 

the extent and nature of consumer indignation at the use of gendered advertising stereotypes, 

and the actions they may take to subvert them is needed to underpin efforts to challenge their 

continued use.  

The review of research papers undertaken here is not without limitations, namely the 

lack of directly comparable data samples inherent in studies utilised. As well as the recent speed 

of change in global discourses in the wake of the #Metoo movement and other feminist 

developments that remain unaccounted for in the timeframe of the literature review 

(Chatzidakis and Maclaran, 2020; Thompson-Whiteside and Turnbull, 2021).  Nevertheless, 

the final conclusion offered by this paper – that future research should focus on the practical 
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alignment of stakeholder perspectives towards change - will strengthen the capabilities of 

research for social impact on this issue. 
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Foreword to Paper 2 and links to next papers 

 

This paper identified change on the horizon for Brazilian advertising depictions but 

found that the use of female gender role stereotypes was still firmly anchored in practice. 

Following directly from Paper 1, it took an emic approach – with an insider’s view, to examine 

the distinctively Brazilian cultural influences on advertising practitioners’ mental models of 

women. Such an approach led to the exploration of nuanced cultural themes and norms 

particular to women’s role depictions in the realms of employment, social behaviour, family 

relations, body image and sexualisation. The paper disentangled particular and localised 

cultural expectations that influenced how gender roles were defined in advertising content. As 

such, by delineating advertising practitioners’ internal mental models, the qualitative method 

of enquiry captured the rich meaning (Borghini, 2005; Daymon and Holloway, 2010) of 

gendered labels and tropes, tied to unique socio historical values, beliefs and traditions.  

 This paper brought to light the tactical judgements that practitioners made about how 

women were characterised in advertising at an elemental level, and importantly, how they 

believed audiences would respond to these representations. Practitioners’ elaboration of 

gendered cultural themes revealed that they were both driven and constrained by established 

meanings and metaphors. There was reluctance to depart from conventional practices despite 

an awareness that the stereotypes they employed were often out-of-step with the real-life 

experiences of women. Despite their hesitance to make bold changes to their practices, research 

participants signalled their awareness of tensions arising in the marketplace, in particular from 

female consumers expressing discontent on social media. This discrepancy between an 

emerging cognisance of the societal harm of such entrenched practices on the part of 

advertising practitioners, stimulated the development of research question 2 of the thesis, 
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subsequently refined in papers 3 and 4: How are mental models and institutional logics of 

female gender role portrayal in advertising shifting? (RQ2) 
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Paper 2. Female role portrayals in Brazilian advertising: are outdated 

cultural stereotypes preventing change? 

 

Abstract 

The use of female stereotypes in advertising is damaging to women and society. In this 

study we examine how creative practitioners construct stereotypes within creative decision-

making. In an era of brand social responsibility, it is important that advertising supports gender 

equality by using positive portrayals rather than harmful stereotypes. The study considers the 

influence of local cultural norms on stereotypes and finds that in Brazil, traditional conceptions 

of the role of women dominate creative decision-making. Through qualitative semi-structured 

interviews with advertising creative practitioners, the research reveals their mental models of 

female stereotypes. Six distinct stereotypes are elucidated: Housewife, Trophy, Sexual Object, 

Sexually Powerful, Professional and Object of Beauty. These stereotypes shape how females 

are depicted in Brazilian advertising. The identification of Trophy and Sexually Powerful 

stereotypes are novel within extant literature. We recommend Brazilian creative practitioners 

connect better with their female audiences in future by representing them more equitably. 

 

Introduction 

Gender portrayal in advertising has received significant attention in the academic 

literature for four decades (e.g. Eisend 2010; Furnham and Mak, 1999; Goffman, 1979; Wirtz 

et al., 2018; Wolin, 2003). However, it is only in recent years that the debate has reached the 

advertising industry where complaint about the extent of traditional female role stereotyping, 

and its harmful effects, at both a societal and individual level, is being heard around the world 
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(Association of National Advertisers, 2016; World Federation of Advertisers, 2018). Outdated 

stereotypes and social norms are having a negative impact on women’s careers and personal 

lives, and gender representation in advertising is preventing change (UN Women, 2019). 

Advertising that features narrowly-defined depictions of gender plays a role in the social 

construction of gender identity, and has the potential to cause harm through restriction of 

people’s choices, aspirations and opportunities. This includes roles, behaviours or locations 

which are routinely, or exclusively, associated with a particular gender, for example, women 

as responsible for domestic tasks. Additionally, portrayals which feature objectification, 

inappropriate sexualization and unhealthily thin or unattainable body images are likewise, 

criticized. Indeed, advertisements that include any stereotyped depictions of gender are seen as 

having the potential   to   cause   harm   and   widespread   offence (Advertising Standards 

Authority, 2018). 

As a response to concerns, along with a consumer drive for more ethical behaviour from 

businesses, there is rising enthusiasm for advertising which portrays women in more equitable 

and empowered ways (Åkestam et al., 2017; Baxter et al., 2016; Champlin et al., 2019; Chu et 

al., 2016; Royle 2019). ‘Gender-positive’ advertising makes good business sense, with 

audiences having favourable responses to brands that promote gender equality and 

empowerment (Association of National Advertisers, 2016; Facebook Business, 2017; 

Unstereotype Alliance, 2018). In recent years, there have been notable examples of successful, 

break- through campaigns, which challenge female stereotypes (for example, Sport England’s 

This Girl Can, 2016; Ariel India’s #ShareTheLoad, 2016; and State Street Global Advisors’ 

Fearless Girl, 2017); however, the use of gender stereotypes in advertising still remains 

entrenched and deep-rooted in practice (Kantar, 2019; Windels, 2016). Indeed, while 76% of 

female marketers and 88% of male marketers, globally, believe they avoid using gender 

stereotypes, almost half of consumers (both male and female) feel unrepresented by advertising 
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(Kantar, 2019). The mismatch is even further pronounced in Brazil. In a United Nations’ 

Unstereotype Alliance survey, 81% of Brazilian women said they would like to see people like 

them better represented in the media and advertising, with   the   figure   rising   to   92%   for   

black   women (Unstereotype Alliance, 2018). 

Brazil is an important research context to consider (Taylor, 2012). It has the largest 

advertising market in Latin America, with total advertising spend at $15.5 million in 2018, 

which was more than Argentina and Mexico combined (WARC, 2018). However, there is a 

paucity of research that specifically examines gender role portrayals in advertising in the 

country (Acevedo et al., 2006; Fastoso and Whitelock, 2011; Lahiri, 2011; Nelson and Paek, 

2008). It is thought to be a society structured by patriarchy and sexism (Gonçalves and de 

Souza Lapa, 2008; Tiburi, 2014). In general, the traditions of Iberian culture, as well as 

dominant Roman Catholic religious conventions, hold women subordinate to men in familial 

and community relationships (Teles et al., 2006). Women in Brazil continue to live with 

significant gender inequality, which is most considerable in the rural areas of the Northeast 

(Caulfield and Schettini, 2017; Wilson Centre, 2017). There have been some improvements in 

protecting legal and political rights of women in recent times, in some part due to an effective 

women’s movement, but discrepancies in paid salaries, and take up of political positions remain 

(Fernandes, 2012). Beyond social structures, high levels of esteem for the beautiful female 

form, sexuality and nudity, are seen as components of Brazilian identity (Bocayuva, 2001; 

Edmonds, 2009; Freyre, 1943; Jarrin, 2015; Parker, 2009) and contribute to the domination   of   

sexism   in   the   cultural   sphere (Glick et al., 2002). 

 The purpose of this paper is to understand Brazilian creative practitioners’ rationale 

for the use of female role stereotypes within the gendered, cultural environment. It uses the 

lens of mental models theory to identify the way in which professionals’ knowledge is 

constructed. In doing so, it aims to establish theoretical grounding of the drivers for their 
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continued use in Brazilian advertising portrayals. It is hoped that in understanding the reasons 

behind their use, we will be better able to consider how to reduce them; therefore, creating 

more representative depictions in the future. Thus, the authors propose the following research 

question: What are Brazilian advertising creative practitioners’ mental models of female role 

stereotypes in advertising portrayals? 

 

Gender stereotypes in advertising 

 

A stereotype is a widely held, but fixed and oversimplified image or idea of a particular 

type of person, social category or behaviour. Deaux and Lewis (1984) identify four different 

independent dimensions relating to gender: trait descriptors (e.g. competitiveness, empathy), 

physical characteristics (e.g. type of clothing, muscular physique), role behaviours (e.g. expert, 

taking care of children), and occupational status (e.g. car mechanic, nurse). Each dimension 

has a masculine and a feminine version, with dimensions significantly more strongly associated 

with males and females, respectively. While stereotypes can lead to false judgements and 

prohibit the natural expression of individuals, they are also a normal cognitive process, 

providing a means of simplification and systemization of information for more efficient sense-

making (Greenwald and Banaji, 1995). 

Gender role stereotypes are commonly used in advertising. As a method of simplifying 

communication in short timeframes, instantly recognizable ‘ritual displays’ of gender are a 

resource commonly used by advertisers (Jhally, 2014; Windels, 2016). Stereotypes are often 

seen as a ‘safe solution’ by advertising creative practitioners who perceive them as general 

knowledge that the majority of consumers would readily identify with. They prevent 

distraction, encouraging focus on the brand message rather than the scene or social 

representations themselves, averting further rational thinking on the part of consumers. Instead 
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they lead consumers to heightened emotional reactions, particularly as they often see the 

stereotype as their ideal selves (Windels, 2016). Further, advertising practitioners vary in the 

extent to which they recognize that gendered images can negatively impact audiences. While 

some express concern about the use of stereotyped images in advertising; external pressures, 

for example from clients and media agents, as well as professional cultural norms, often impede 

any radical changes to their practice of using them (Tuncay Zayer and Coleman, 2015). 

Studies suggest that homemaker/housewife, sexual object, professional/career-oriented 

and decorative/object of beauty are the key female role stereotypes used in advertising (e.g. 

Dallmann, 2001; Matthes, et al., 2016; Nassif and Gunter, 2008; Paek et al., 2011). As gender 

stereotyping in advertising has decreased over the years by a small degree, alongside changing 

role developments in society (Eisend, 2010), is it pertinent to consider the recent research here. 

Table 4 shows a selection of studies since 2000 as illustration.  



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

55 
  

Table 4. Female role stereotypes in advertising identified in a selection of studies since 

2000. (Country contexts shown in brackets.) 

 

 

Housewife Sexual Object Professional/ Career-

oriented 

Decorative/ Object of 

Beauty 

Tan et al., 2002 (Malaysia 

and Singapore) 

Milner and Higgs, 2004 

(Australia) 

Kim and Lowry, 2005 

(Korea) 

Acevedo et al., 2006 

(Brazil) 

Monk-Turner et al., 2007 

(United States) 

Valls-Fernández, and 

Martínez-Vicente, 2007 

(Spain) 

Nassif and Gunter, 2008 

(Britain, Saudi Arabia) 

Plakoyiannaki et al., 2008 

(Global English-speaking) 

Das, 2011 (India) 

Paek et al., 2011 (Brazil, 

Canada, China, Germany, 

South Korea, Thailand, 

United States) 

Hatzithomas et al., 2016 

(United States) 

Tsichla and Zotos, 2016 

(Cyprus) 

Matthes at al., 2016 

(Austria, Brazil, China, 

France, Germany, Japan, 

Netherlands, Romania, 

Slovakia, South Korea, 

Spain, United Kingdom, 

United States) 

Verhellen at al., 2016 

(Belgium) 

Uray and Burnaz, 2003 

(Turkey) 

Lass and Hart, 2004 

(United Kingdom, 

Germany Italy) 

Frith et al.,2005 

(Singapore, Taiwan, 

United States) 

Acevedo et al., 2006 

(Brazil) 

Nelson and Paek, 2008 

(Brazil, Canada, China, 

Germany, South Korea, 

Thailand, United States) 

Stankiewicz and Rosselli, 

2008 (United States) 

Plakoyiannaki and Zotos, 

2009 (United Kingdom) 

Mager and Hegelson, 2011 

(United States) 

Nam at al., 2011 (Korea) 

Huang and Lowry, 2012 

(China) 

Shao et al., 2014 (China) 

Hatzithomas at al., 2016 

(United States) 

Tsichla and Zotos, 2016 

(Cyprus) 

  

  

Dallmann, 2001 

(Germany and Japan) 

Acevedo et al., 2006 

(Brazil) 

An and Kim 2007 (Korea, 

United States) 

Nassif and Gunter, 2008 

(Britain, Saudi Arabia) 

Das, 2011 (India) 

Knoll at al., 2011 

(Germany) 

Mager and Hegelson, 

2011 (United States) 

Paek at al., 2011 (Brazil, 

Canada, China, Germany, 

South Korea, Thailand, 

United States) 

Tartaglia and Rollero, 

2015 (Italy, Netherlands) 

Hatzithomas at al., 2016 

(United States) 

Tsichla and Zotos, 2016 

(Cyprus) 

Matthes at al, 2016 

(Austria, Brazil, China, 

France, Germany, Japan, 

Netherlands, Romania, 

Slovakia, South Korea, 

Spain, United Kingdom, 

United States) 

Verhellen at al., 2016 

(Belgium) 

  

Frith at al., 2005 

(Singapore, Taiwan, 

United States) 

Acevedo et al., 2006 

(Brazil) 

Döring and Pöschl, 2006 

(Germany) 

An and Kim, 2007 (Korea, 

United States) 

Lin, 2008 (Taiwan) 

Plakoyiannaki et al., 2008 

Plakoyiannaki and Zotos, 

2009 (United Kingdom) 

Mager and Hegelson, 

2011 (United States) 

Shao at al., 2014 (China)  

Tartaglia and Rollero, 

2015 (Italy, Netherlands) 

Hatzithomas et al., 2016 

(United States) 

Tsichla and Zotos, 2016 

(Cyprus) 
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Advertising creative practitioners’ mental models 

 

Calls for advertising practitioners’ perspectives point to their ability to provide a richer 

and more complete understanding of managerial practice (e.g. Grau and Zotos 2016; Hackley, 

2003). Such understanding is important because advertising professionals hold theories about 

advertising which differ from those gained from consumer perspectives or analysis of the 

content of advertising itself (Nyilasy et al., 2013; Sasser and Koslow, 2008). Creative 

practitioners are influenced by their own cultural knowledge, which drives their creative and 

strategic work (Kelly et al., 2005). They co-construct brand and advertising meaning with 

consumers and develop rational ideas about why consumers behave as they do (Belk, 2017). 

Advertising practitioners see themselves as cognisant of consumers’ affective responses toward 

advertising; the nature of the connection between advertising and the brand advertised; and 

consumer involvement with the advertising message (Kover, 1995). 

An individual’s mental model is ‘a concentrated, personally constructed, internal 

conception of external phenomena (historical, existing or projected), or experience, that affects 

how a person acts’ (Rook, 2013, p.42). Inherent within this definition is the idea that 

conceptions, which are personally built, are matched with realities of the world, and that these 

conceptions exist specifically inside the mind of an individual. Small-scale models of external 

reality are carried in the mind as an interpretation of something external (Mohammed et al., 

2010). In order to capture wider cultural and societal influences, the uncovering of mental 

models allows study of the way advertising practitioners’ knowledge is constructed, leading to 

an understanding of their choices within context. In utilizing the concept, new theoretical 

perspectives can be developed through an understanding of communities of practice (Wenger, 

2011) and the social construction of ideas. The current paper draws upon advertising 
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professionals’ culturally-determined creative decision-making on appropriate gender 

portrayals, recognizing that these are anchored within their shared professional environment. 

 

Method 

In investigating mental models, qualitative techniques are a commonly used elicitation 

technique, allowing participants to develop cognitive composition in their own terminology 

and a richer content of verbal data than is feasible with quantitative techniques (Mohammed et 

al., 2010). Within this study, participants’ statements during semi-structured interviews 

revealed the nature of creative work goals, performance requirements, strategies and plans. The 

account of these mental models highlights the creative choices practitioners make in adhering 

to stereotypes, affording detail on their symbolic nature. Subsequent generation of codes from 

the thematic analysis (Clarke and Braun, 2013), including concepts and relationships between 

concepts, were developed by the researchers as mental models. 

A purposive sample was used for the study. Using purposive sampling is seen as 

appropriate for studies which aim to explore phenomenon and improve understanding of 

complex issues, such as creatives’ mental models of advertising stereotypes (Sarstedt et al., 

2017). Additionally, purposive sampling allowed the researchers to create a sample that was 

specific   to the needs of the study (Robinson, 2014; Sarstedt et al., 2017). This enabled the 

study to include participants from three Brazilian cities; Belo Horizonte, Sao Paulo and Rio de 

Janeiro and to ensure male and female Art Directors, Creative Directors and Copywriters, with 

at least 5 years’ experience of advertising agency practice in Brazil were included (see Table 5 

for participant profiles). A total of 22 creatives were interviewed, which was seen to provide a 

sufficient amount of data for trustworthy analysis (Saldaña and Omasta,, 2017).  While the 
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sample strategy and size limits generalizability of the results, understanding the complex nature 

of creatives’   mental   models   was   seen   to   be   of   greater   importance (Boddy, 2016). 

Table 5. Participant profiles 

Code Job Title Age Gender City 

P1 Art Director 25 Male Sao Paulo 

P2 Art Director 30 Male Sao Paulo 

P3 Art Director 27 Male Sao Paulo 

P4 Art Director 34 Male Belo Horizonte 

P5 Art Director 41 Male Sao Paulo 

P6 Copywriter 32 Male Sao Paulo 

P7 Art Director 30 Male Sao Paulo 

P8 Art Director 30 Male Belo Horizonte 

P9 Art Director 38 Male Belo Horizonte 

P10 Art Director 45 Female Sao Paulo 

P11 Copywriter 28 Male Belo Horizonte 

P12 Copywriter 60 Female Sao Paulo 

P13 Creative Director 47 Male Sao Paulo 

P14 Creative Director 44 Male Sao Paulo 

P15 Creative Director 31 Male Sao Paulo 

P16 Creative Director 37 Male Sao Paulo 

P17 Art Director 34 Male Sao Paulo 

P18 Art Director 47 Male Sao Paulo 

P19 Art Director 27 Male Rio de Janeiro 

P20 Art Director 38 Male Sao Paulo 

P21 Art Director 38 Male Rio de Janeiro 

P22 Copywriter 36 Male Rio de Janeiro 
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Advertising creatives are difficult to access (Stuhlfaut and Windels, 2012) and therefore 

the researchers used a snowball technique to invite participation in the study (Creswell and 

Poth, 2016). Snowball sampling allowed the researchers to ask participants to recommend other 

similar participants to take part in the study and provided access   to   hard   to   reach   Art   

Directors   and   Copywriters   in   Brazil (Saldaña and Omasta, 2017). 

Data saturation (Boddy, 2016; Flick, 2014) was deemed to have been reached after 

eighteen interviews, whereby new themes identified after this point were not novel in 

substance, but rather were variations on existing themes already developed. The remaining four 

interviews were conducted as part of verifying the stability and variability of the data. Here, 

the rate of increase was small and diminished over time. Accordingly, the sample size of 22 

respondents was judged to be appropriate and is of a similar number to that used in comparable 

research studies (Howe-Walsh et al., 2018; Okazaki and Mueller, 2011; Shao et al., 2014). 

The interviews, which lasted up to one and a half hours, were conducted in Brazilian 

Portuguese by a native-speaker and then transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were 

subsequently translated from Portuguese into English by a bilingual speaker, utilizing back 

translation to reduce errors (Brislin, 1970). 

In an attempt to be as open as possible and allow participants to guide and dictate the 

development of their own concepts, thoughts and interpretations, they were firstly asked the 

question, ‘how are women portrayed in Brazilian advertising?’ As the interviews progressed, 

they were then asked to describe different role stereotypes for women in advertising. 

Subsequently, their reflections were sought on the appropriate creative contexts for these 

stereotypes; when are they used; the significance of the stereotypes; and the reasons and 

rationale for their use. 
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A four-stage thematic analysis was used to code the data, ensuring analysis was 

consistent and systematic (Kurasaki, 2000). Firstly, an initial coding document of conceptual 

categories was prepared based on the research objectives and key themes from the literature 

(Turnbull and Wheeler, 2017). Secondly, after each interview, the interviewer (third author) 

compiled detailed notes as reflection to guide data analysis. Thirdly, the data was matched with 

these categories and further categories were added from the detailed line-by-line analysis of 

the data. Finally, towards providing credibility and transferability (comparable internal and 

external validity respectively in quantitative research) of the results (Riege, 2003), the most 

frequent and significant categories were assimilated as distinct mental models of stereotypes 

until data saturation was reached. In addition, in seeking to enhance intercoder reliability and 

therefore credibility of the findings, the advice of Seale and Silverman (1997) to seek 

agreement for the development of the thematic categories and their significance was followed. 

Namely, the authors reviewed and agreed the third and fourth stages of the data analysis 

process. A selection of participants’ pertinent words, quoted verbatim, have been included in 

the findings to provide clarity in interpretation of meaning, and enhance validity. 

 

Findings 

 

The study explores Brazilian advertising creative practitioners’ mental models of 

female stereotypes in advertising. It identifies six distinct role stereotypes employed by 

practitioners in constructing female role portrayals in advertising. These are Housewife, 

Trophy, Sexual Object, Sexually Powerful, Professional and Object of Beauty. 
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Housewife 

Mental models of domestic duties, concerning running a home and family, feature 

solely women taking on the responsibility. In advertising portrayals, it is women who undertake 

core housework tasks such as laundry, cleaning, cooking and caring for children, while men 

are seen to focus on paid work. Participants recognized that in some sections of Brazilian 

society, men are increasingly taking on the burden of domestic tasks in real life, and are the 

purchasers of domestic care products, for example, as bachelors or where the woman is the 

main breadwinner. However, there is still reluctance to corrupt the traditional female role in 

advertising portrayals, “you never see a man, it is always a woman as the homemaker, the wife 

is the person doing the housework. At this point I think it’s still sexist” (P16: Male Creative 

Director, aged 37). Despite changes in behaviour patterns, and even criticism of traditional 

gender norms in society, creatives’ mental models of domesticity in advertising do not include 

men as ‘house-husbands’ or even show them undertaking these kinds of tasks at all. Mental 

models of women in the domestic setting may extend to the aspirational ‘superwoman’ figure 

of a professional woman balancing home-life, work and family. 

 She can also be a professional in the office, an executive success. She arrives home 

from work, fixes dinner for the family, the house is all perfect, everyone is happy (P12: Female 

Copywriter, aged 60). 

Participants referred to the term “margarine family” as a theme common in Brazilian 

advertising. This is a representation of a stereotyped wholesome, typically white, successful 

family living by traditional family values and age hierarchies. Traditional family norms are 

seen as desirable, and in framing idealistic scenes of the home, both the nuclear and extended 

family should fit the conventional mold or else risk being shown as somehow deficient. As one 

male art director explained: 
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We represent the family in this way. There is the wife and the kids, and the husband, 

and the dog, the really conservative family. It’s not just the woman, it’s a population, an entire 

population stereotyped (P16: Male Creative Director, aged 37). 

All practitioners expressed unwillingness to break from accepted family role portrayals, 

believing that this would be contrary to majority views in the country, as a male Creative 

Director stated, “The woman still thinks a woman’s place is in the home” (P13, aged 47). A 

female Copywriter added, “it would take courage to do the opposite,” she said, “I’d like to see 

any client, any large company have the courage to test that” (P12, aged 60). 

 

Trophy 

Practitioners stated that an attractive woman in an advertising text or drama can 

represent a status symbol for a man, where his coupling with a beautiful woman indicates his 

own success. Fundamentally, within this mental model it is the man’s achievements in terms 

of wealth or position, rather than good-looks, that attract the sexual interest of the woman. In 

turn, the woman relies on physical appearance rather than   personal   merit, as   well   as   doing   

very   little   of   substance, other than being attractive. 

Women are just used as merchandising. They are doing nothing in relation to the 

product. They just have good diction and a flashing smile. They do not consume that product. 

You just use her beauty. She is draped over him, she compliments him (P6: Male Copywriter, 

aged 32). 

Here, in slice of life formats, a common storytelling device is to show the use of the 

product as leading directly to the male protagonist winning the hand, attention or approval of 

an attractive woman. This mental model also extends to the physically appealing female as an 

accessory to the male, serving to elevate his position, especially in narratives which are 
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intended specifically to be aspirational in nature. A beautiful – invariably young – woman, on 

the arm of a man in an advertising narrative or image can inspire, partly envious, attention from 

male audiences, creating an emotional engagement with the message. Informants determined 

the trophy stereotype as a useful motif for luxury products aimed at men. Typical examples 

described were automotive advertising, tailoring and watches; where a glamorous woman is 

often used as part of the backdrop to signify an aspirational lifestyle. 

Women are represented as a symbol – a symbol of victory, and women are used in 

campaigns where the product is intended for men, she is inserted into a context like a prize for 

someone successful (P3: Male Art Director, aged 27). 

 

Sexual object 

The encoding of women as an object of sexual desire for men was a category put 

forward by all the practitioners. Mental models of this stereotype include featuring female 

nudity; women in suggestive, revealing poses; showing protagonists in physical contact that is 

sexual in nature or in sexually suggestive positions; sexually explicit words, innuendo, dialogue 

or narrative about sex, sexual relations or conquests. In this case, the role of the sexually 

attractive female is to provide pleasure for men. Practitioners   were   aware    that    sexual    

appeals    are    particularly    heavily    used in Brazil. 

I think anthropologically we are a society that likes to expose the body. There is a 

cultural heritage of generations of body exposure, sexuality, sensuality, and accepting it as 

normal. I watch some 300 commercials a day and I do not see the same exploitation of the 

female body in foreign advertising and I’m talking about global companies that sell to the 

world (P9: Male Art Director, aged 38). 
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There was a consensus among practitioners in this study that a sexually appealing 

woman is a resource commonly used in advertising creation. They agreed that the sexual object 

can draw attention, building impact, salience and resonance. Some were keen to wax lyrical on 

the sheer magnetic allure of an attractive female body, considered a “work of art” (P14: Male 

Creative Director, age 44), which they determine can invoke an emotional response in male 

audiences, based on sexual interest. “What do 18-40 -year-old men spend most time thinking 

about? Women. It’s easy. Let’s put a semi-naked woman in the ad, it will draw the attention of 

these guys” (P15: Male Creative Director, aged 31). For this audience, showing a sexy woman 

in the ad, or creating a narrative which may involve the use of the product in attracting a woman 

as an object of sexual desire, suggests excitement, fun, pleasure, hedonism. These symbolic 

values are then transferred to the brand. One male Art Director commented, “when we are 

trying to create stories or images about the high points in life, the special moments, this will 

often include a man having the attention of a beautiful, sexy woman” (P19, aged 27). In line 

with this context, participants pointed out that in advertising for beer, featuring a female sexual 

object is typical. 

Some participants indicated cynicism about the use of sexual appeals “it must depend 

on the product, if there is no relevance, and there is more attention on the naked woman than 

the product, it becomes vulgar” (P18: Male Art Director, aged 47). Another added “sex was 

used to sell anything, nowadays we need to be more creative” (P4: Male Art Director, aged 

34). Many of the interviewees were keen to convey this weakening of the function of the sexual 

object role. 

I do not know why some brands do not realise that [using sexual appeals] is completely 

outside of what the public wants to see, society no longer accepts it. Sexual appeals were 

predominant, valued, but today, brands that use sexual behaviour can be criticized, not only 

by those who work in advertising, but by society as a whole (P2: Male Art Director, aged 30). 
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Sexually powerful 

Contrastingly, participants also conceptualized sexualized women as powerful; “the hot 

woman who has the men in hand” (P11: Male Copywriter, aged 28). Within this mental model, 

the woman is presented differently to the sexual object. Here, there is a subtle difference 

between the woman who is seen to get what she wants as a result of being sexually attractive, 

as opposed to solely being the object of desire or pleasure for men. Being attractive puts the 

woman in control, and she uses it as an advantage for her own benefits. As opposed to being 

used for the pleasure and consumption of men (as with the trophy and the sexual object), the 

sexually powerful woman is rewarded herself – for her own allure. She utilizes her sex appeal 

as an expression of her identity and as a powerful individual asset. As one practitioner 

commented: “In the advert with Deborah Secco [Brazilian actress] – she is highly sexual, she 

flirts, she says it is hot, she opens her neckline. She is using her sexual nature as a tool” (P4: 

Male Art Director, aged 34). 

When describing this role of the powerful, sexual female, informants noted that this 

was a relatively recent development in the stock repertoire of advertising characters, arising 

from the changed position of women in society. 

There is the more independent woman. She is capable. She is strong. She ‘owns her 

own nose’ [Brazilian idiom referring to the financially self-sufficient woman, who would earn 

enough to pay for cosmetic surgery treatment herself, rather than relying on a husband to fund 

it]. She has become more confident, even more than men sometimes. Mostly, women are still 

used as objects, but this is something that I see has decreased, and is really changing, because 

of the position of women today. She is gaining her own sensuality, so she is gaining ground in 

advertising (P15: Male Creative Director, aged 31). 
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Within this mental model, the woman is conceived as sexually dynamic and forceful, 

rather than a passive, unintelligent sex object. She derives pleasure from her sexuality. She is 

not portrayed as eager to please, or simply placed with the sole purpose of gratifying men. 

Rather, the woman actively embraces her own sexual desire, whereas previously in advertising, 

the female libido may have been largely immaterial. Practitioners stated that this stereotype is 

more often used when targeting women, particularly for products that are seen to enhance 

attractiveness like fragrance and cosmetics. 

Using beautiful women with strong sex appeal on the screen also ends up attracting a 

female audience, because they want to look like that female image. They think, ‘Oh, this 

woman is beautiful, has a beautiful body. If I were like her, how many men I would have at my 

feet?’ Women want to have sex appeal. If I want to sell a perfume, I’ll put a woman almost 

half naked with a man, [he is] beautiful and strong, lying down, and the woman in charge, 

doing all the talking. She thinks ‘Ah! This perfume, what a wonderful experience’ (P7: Male 

Art Director, aged 30). 

 

Professional 

Interviewees stated that they increasingly determine roles for women as professionals 

in advertising portrayals, observing a development within their mental models of professionals; 

a role which in the past would have been reserved for men. 

We will show women in business roles nowadays, where once it was the man who 

prevailed, right? She’s winning a little more space in ads now, and more respect as well. The 

woman is having more voice, she is reaching, she is winning. So, advertising is watching this, 

following this change coming from society (P1: Male Art Director, aged 25). 
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These shifting mental models link to practitioners’ ideas about women gaining status 

in society, where women have become more economically independent, increasingly 

occupying jobs where high levels of proficiency and competence are required. 

However, many pointed out that in roles of paid occupation women are still typically 

shown in traditionally feminine lower-status jobs like teaching, nursing or in clerical roles, and 

it is not the norm to show women as particularly intelligent, engaged in positions of power or 

influence, or as knowledgeable experts. If women do appear in these latter roles, the break with 

the stereotype dominates the advertising message, therefore is used intentionally as a creative 

device to associate progressive values with the brand. Here, the disruptive impact of the 

portrayal of the woman as a capable professional brings salience, and women are encoded as 

inspirational, achieving against the odds; which serves to position the brand as ethical, 

responsible and aligned with social activism. 

 

Object of beauty 

Practitioners have firm ideas that women in advertising, other than where humour 

appeals are used, should usually be highly idealized. This corresponds with a slim physique, 

youthfulness and attractive facial features. This role represents a woman as decorative rather 

than sexualized. Female beauty is used in advertising for salience and visual appeal. Although 

practitioners recognized that this is a common device used in advertising, it was seen to be even 

more pronounced in Brazil. Overall participants voiced an “obsession” (P9: Male Art Director, 

aged 38) with women’s beauty, the female body was described as a “cult” in Brazil (P10: 

Female Art Director, aged 45); physical perfection, akin to “a religious icon” (P7: Male Art 

Director, aged 30). 
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We live seeking aesthetics, the beautiful, the famous, the perfect smile, the perfect hair 

colour Beauty is very important in Brazil, worshiping the beautiful is sort of a pattern in our 

society. If she is not beautiful the Brazilian will criticise, he won’t like it and he will say so. 

Beauty draws attention, not ugliness, beauty sells (P8: Male Art Director, aged 30). 

Many participants did refer to Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty as a highly successful 

advertising campaign featuring more natural, realistic versions of beauty. Nevertheless, they 

believed that the use of women of diverse physical appearance, age, race, shape and size could 

not be easily rolled out into advertising generally. Participants concurred, in Brazil 

attractiveness focuses on European versions of female beauty, featuring pale skin and often, 

blonde hair and blue eyes. 

Further, in Brazilian society physical attractiveness marks social status. Here, the body 

has compelling aesthetic value, as one participant pointed out, a well-used adage in Brazil is 

that “there are really no ugly people, there are only poor people” (P10: Female Art Director, 

aged 45). Participants observed that in Brazil personal appearance is very important for social 

recognition, and even social ascension. 

If someone has a beautiful face, she ends up being privileged for that, more likely to do 

well in business. I’ve seen beautiful people do business more easily than others anyway (P9: 

Male Art Director, aged 38). 

To this extent, the beautiful female need not have a notable role in a narrative drama 

within the ad. Indeed, it is purely the artistry or physical charm of the female form that can 

comprise the central theme. There need not always be a direct relationship or congruence 

between the idea of a beautiful female and the product itself being advertised. 
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We use beautiful women in a creative way but the image of a beautiful woman means I 

do not need to be creative - I’m just thinking of aesthetics! (P13: Male Creative Director, aged 

47.) 

 

Discussion 

 

This research extends our understanding of stereotyped female portrayals used in 

advertising. It makes two main contributions to the literature. Firstly, it introduces two new 

stereotypes: ‘trophy’ and ‘sexually powerful’; which were previously considered within the 

‘sexual object’ role in extant studies on female role stereotypes (e.g. Furnham and Mak, 1999; 

Lysonsk,i 1985; Matthes et al., 2016). Secondly, in terms of managerial significance for 

international and global firms, the study provides data drawn from the under-researched market 

of Brazil. In doing so, it provides an understanding of the impact of the distinctive local cultural 

environment upon portrayals of women in advertising. 

 

Two new stereotypes – trophy and sexually powerful 

The practitioners in this study determined distinct functions for these additional 

stereotypes, seeing subtle differentiation in cultural meaning. In advertising, the prevalence of 

sexual appeals is well recognized (Choi et al., 2016; Samson, 2016; Wirtz et al., 2018). 

However, practitioners identified more narrow tropes within the role of the sexual female than 

simply viewing her as an object. The key differences between the sexually powerful woman, 

the sexual object and the trophy are discussed here. 

The trophy stereotype features the woman as an accessory for a man. This differs from 

the sexual object, which is merely a disposable object of the male gaze. The trophy’s status is 
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elevated in comparison – but only to a small degree – by virtue of her association or possession 

by a powerful, successful man. In this characterization, the man retains domination over the 

woman, and her status is only borrowed via her partnership with him. He provides her with 

power and material wealth, and in return, he enjoys her ornamental value and sex appeal. In 

this sense, the trophy lacks her own independence and voice; rather she is a reward for a man’s 

weightier achievements in life. 

The sexually powerful stereotype, however, carries her own influence with the use of 

her erotic capital (Hakim, 2000). She may be commanding or superior to men, who may 

themselves, be shown at her mercy, entirely distracted and hypnotized, doing her bidding in 

order to be in favour. Sexual appeal carries value as a personal asset for both men and women, 

but in general women work harder at it, and gain more advantages from it (Blanchflower and 

Oswald, 2004; Webster and Driskell, 1983). Practitioners recognize this dynamic in 

constructions of this stereotype. Advertising storylines and images may feature this character 

as a sexual dominatrix, where ‘sex sells’ with a contemporary twist, in favour of a new-found 

female sexual confidence. 

This represents a contrast with the sexual object stereotype. The sexual object’s body, 

body parts or sexual functions are the focus of the portrayal and are separated from her as a 

person. The woman’s features are reduced to instruments and are regarded as representing her 

(Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997). As distinct from the sexually powerful stereotype, the sexual 

object role carries a negatively valanced or inferior status. As sexual objects, women are 

perceived as marginalized by constant visual evaluation of their bodies the media and 

advertising as simple vessels for the pleasure, gaze and use of others (Boddewyn, 1991; 

Kilbourne, 1994; Moradi and Huang, 2008). 
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Brazilian cultural context 

Given that Brazilians easily recognize sexual nuances, and are able to assign relatively 

straightforward meanings to a repertoire of possible sexual relationships and dynamics (Parker, 

2009), it is not surprising that the creatives interviewed in the current study were able to clearly 

articulate the six distinct female gender role stereotypes. There are highly distinct frames of 

reference around sexuality, masculinity and femininity, which are very familiar aspects of 

Brazilian culture. This cultural literacy in matters of sexuality, eroticism and gender hierarchy 

may explain why a study within this national context has only now brought these narrow role 

stereotypes to light, despite the fact that they may also exist in differing cultural settings. 

However, further empirical investigation would be required to confirm this is the case. 

The study contributes to our understanding of the impact of nuanced regional or 

national culture-specific effects upon portrayals of women in advertising (Maslowska et al., 

2013; Petrovici and Paliwoda, 2007). Practitioners alluded to the popular notion in Brazil that 

everyone has a ‘right to beauty’, where attractiveness can transcend other sources of social 

ranking (Parker, 2009). They reflected upon the Brazilian cultural idea that looks are a currency 

that can be used like any other (Jarrin, 2015). This culture-specific discourse on the ascendancy 

of beauty, is derived from complex, social and historical influences, or in Nyilasy, et al.’s 

(2013) terminology, social iterative forces, which in turn, influence advertising content. These 

forces would explain contradictory findings in levels of appropriate and gender role depiction, 

including sexualized content, in advertising from different countries (Matthes et al., 2016; 

Milner and Collins, 2000; Nelson and Paek, 2008), when cultural values measures (e.g. 

Hofstede, 1984) and stage of economic development are similar (Manceau and Tissier-

Desbordes, 2006). 
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Conclusions and managerial implications 

 

This study considered the complex and nuanced cultural particularities that influence 

practitioners’ creative decisions in relation to female role portrayals, revealing their perceptions 

of the role and function of such stereotypes in advertising. Although practitioners believed 

there were some creative contexts where the subversion of traditional stereotypes was 

appropriate, overall this study provides evidence that the use of traditional female stereotypes 

in advertising remains entrenched in Brazil. 

In an era when advertisers in markets around the globe are intensifying efforts to ensure 

that advertising is appropriate and respectful, it appears that, the contrary is the case in Brazil, 

where for the majority of Brazilian creative practitioners maintaining the status quo is the easier 

route to take. Gender developments in society have changed both the nature of consumer 

markets, and audience expectations of gender representation in advertising images, and there 

are now clear business reasons for the promotion of gender equality and empowerment. We 

suggest Brazilian creative practitioners utilize this understanding to develop more connected 

interactions with customers in designing advertising campaigns. However, given the 

predominant mental models of creative practitioners identified in this study, it will take support 

within the industry for them to step away from the continued use of outdated gender role 

stereotypes. 

It is recommended that advertising agencies in Brazil implement mandatory 

unconscious bias training, ensuring that staff at all levels are aware of their own gender biases. 

This will assist those at the creative decision-making heart of advertising agencies, firstly to 

understand that their use of gender stereotypes is automatic, unintentional and deeply-

engrained; secondly, the harmful impact of using stereotypes; and thirdly, to challenge them to 
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bring further creativity to their portrayals of women, which will ultimately resonate with 

audiences in positive ways. 

 

Limitations and future research 

 

While the sample utilized in the study reflects the gender imbalance in the Brazilian 

advertising industry (where only 10% of professionals employed in creative roles are women, 

Agência Pública, 2015), it would be prudent for future research to engage a female-only sample 

of creative practitioners. It would be interesting to examine female practitioners’ mental models 

of gender stereotypes more specifically, considering the domination of both male 

representation, and masculine values in advertising agencies in general (Gregory, 2009; Grow 

et al., 2012; Windels and Lee, 2012). With this in mind, although the study highlighted some 

existing creative opportunities for diversion from the use of female role stereotypes, taking into 

account cultural mores; the research did not directly address the professional and institutional 

pressures that maintain practitioners’ current practice. Future research should attempt to 

examine in detail, the constraints upon advertising practitioners, in moving away from the 

sustained use of gender stereotypes. 

Although the lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender (LGBT) community has become an 

increasingly important part of the consumer market (Da Silva and Bezerra, 2018), when asked 

to describe women’s portrayals in advertising, none of the twenty-two informants mentioned 

them. This omission may be an inherent demonstration of the marginalization of this group, 

where they are seen as having unique or ‘other’ status, and did not even come to mind when 

asked to characterize female depictions. Certainly, this exclusion on the part of participants in 

the current study would seem to support a claim of LGBT invisibility in advertising. There are 

discernible calls for both companies, and the media, to pay attention to this once largely ignored 
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segment, not least because doing so could represent an opportunity for market growth (Burnett, 

2000). However, it would seem that advertisers are often reluctant to use them for similar fears 

of alienating consumers (Oakenfull and Greenlee, 2004), as were identified in the current study. 

LGBT depictions would exemplify non-stereotyped gender role portrayals and future research 

should examine the social- and brand-related effects of their positive use in advertising in 

different countries. 

Finally, the participants in this study affirmed that Brazilian norms of beauty favour 

western characteristics, and indeed, inter- and intra- colour social stratification by skin colour, 

beyond specific race, is indicated in estimates of inequality in the country (Bailey et al., 2013; 

Monk, 2016). Future research should attempt to bring further attention to intersectionality 

issues in promoting more diverse, representative portrayals in advertising. 
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Foreword to Paper 3 and links to next papers 

 

Paper 3 represented a conceptual departure into institutional theory and in particular, 

institutional logics, born out of the theoretical framework of mental models developed in Paper 

2. While mental models within organisations, sectors or professions preserve knowledge, 

allowing organisation members to interpret reality (Senge, 2006); they represent rules, norms, 

principles and a system of values that guide individual and collective choices, behaviours 

and judgments (Borghini, 2005). Institutional logics similarly, represent organising patterns 

that are underpinned by symbolic and meaningful constructions of social reality available for 

organisations and individuals to elaborate (Friedland and Alford, 1991). The conceptual value 

of institutional logics to inform accounts of organisational and field level change mechanics, 

lies within their ability to highlight power struggles among proponents of alternative logics via 

the analysis of multiple competing institutional logics (Thornton and Ocasio, 2008).  

Although the overriding finding of Paper 2 was that traditional conceptions of women’s 

roles dominated creative decision-making in Brazil, advertising practitioners also demonstrated 

awareness of a shift in consumers’ tolerance for the use of the sexual object stereotype. Indeed, 

practitioners highlighted a contemporary, growing threat to brands from consumers willing to 

complain about advertising they deemed as sexist on social media. An accompanying 

observation was of both growing social awareness of gender stereotyping, and increased 

marketplace activism on progressive representation of women in advertising (Varghese and 

Kumar, 2020). These factors stimulated the development of the thesis towards the institutional 

work of activist consumers looking to change gendered advertising practices that was explored 

in both papers 3 and 4, and in particular, gave rise to the collection of social and journalistic 

media data in paper 3. Thus, the dialogue of marketplace contestation of an advert between 

dominant market incumbents and less privileged, activist challengers (Fligstein and McAdam, 
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2012) was scrutinised, to address the third research question of the thesis: What are the market 

system influences operating upon professional advertising actors resulting in transformed 

market logics and practices on the portrayal of gender (RQ3)? 
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Paper 3. How consumers subvert advertising through rhetorical 

institutional work 
 

 

Abstract 

 

We consider consumer subversion of advertising by investigating social media activity 

in response to an advertisement aired by a global brand. We draw on Aristotle's rhetorical 

justification to show how consumers used logos (logical appeals), ethos (credibility or moral 

authority), pathos (emotion‐inducing), and kairos (opportunity) rhetoric to challenge and 

undermine this advertising. Our study provides greater understanding of the mechanisms of 

consumer activism, examining how rhetorical strategies were deployed within consumers' 

institutional work toward the subversion of contentious advertising. We also examine the work 

of an organized boundary group to marshal consumer support for marketplace change and 

identify how ensuing argumentation led to the development of novel message frames intended 

to delegitimize advertising practices. We warn advertisers and brands to consider the 

implications of such collective consumer subversion at a time when the public and media are 

increasingly intolerant of organizational transgressions, particularly in relation to social justice 

issues, for example, gender stereotyping in advertising. 

Keywords consumer activism, consumer subversion, gender stereotyping, institutional work, 

message frames, rhetoric, subversion of advertising 
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Introduction 

 

Markets are influenced by complex relational processes and the interplay between 

actors (Giesler and Fischer, 2017). In a similar way, brands operating in these markets develop 

and evolve through multiple relations between companies and stakeholders. Their value and 

meaning are “co‐created” through dialogue and interactions within a network of market actors, 

with scholars increasingly recognizing the role consumers can play in this process (Rossolatos, 

2019; Vargo and Lusch, 2016). While dynamic consumer relationships are often seen as 

positive, a steady stream of literature now recognizes the growing power of consumers to 

undermine, criticize or subvert brands and their practices (Kähr et al., 2016). Consumers can 

respond to what they perceive to be corporate acts of irresponsibility or transgressions of social 

justice (Kachen and Krishen, 2020; Xie and Bagozzi, 2019), taking the opportunity to express 

moral outrage as a form of brand‐mediated identity work (Luedicke et al., 2010). For example, 

they might become market activists, engaging in what Kähr et al. (2016) term “consumer brand 

sabotage,” indicated by their serious intent to do harm to the brand. While consumer subversion 

may simply present a challenge to the meaning that has been constructed within the 

marketplace, it may also lead to the specific boycotting of a brand (Kozinets and Handelman, 

2004; Yuksel et al., 2020). More specifically, negative word of mouth in online platforms is a 

means for consumers to share dissatisfaction with goods and services, and provides a way to 

“attack” a brand or established marketing practices. As a result, companies might lose control 

over brand meaning, which can have a damaging effect on brand equity (Rauschnabel et al., 

2016). 

A particular area of marketing subversion that is attracting increased public attention is 

consumer subversion of advertising. For example, brands H&M, Pepsi, and Peleton have 

experienced backlash from consumers who took to social media to express their disdain for ads 
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they deemed to be racist or sexist, generating extensive subsequent media coverage of the 

online controversy. In response, each company issued apologies and withdrew the offending 

ads but the threat to the bottom‐line and to brand equity was very real. Peleton's sexist ad led 

to an overnight loss in brand value of $1.5bn (Belam and Partridge, 2019); H&M's casual 

racism forced them to question their organizational practices and hire a diversity director 

(Stack, 2018); while consumers generated spoofs and memes ridiculing Pepsi for their famed 

cultural mis-step (Wang, 2017). 

In this paper we focus on the subversion of one particular area of advertising practice 

which is attracting greater scrutiny from consumers, namely, the use of gender stereotypes and 

the objectification of women. Stereotypes have long been a common strategy used to create 

shortcuts for communication in the short time spans afforded by advertising spots (Åkestam et 

al., 2017; Middleton et al., 2020), yet despite being contested by academics since the 1960s 

these portrayals still persist (Eisend, 2019). However, there is now growing recognition 

particularly from female consumers, that such advertising does not accurately reflect them 

(Kantar, 2018) and may even cause serious harm to individuals and indeed, society (Duke, 

2002; Gurrieri et al., 2016). Concerns focus on the dangers associated with advertising which 

features objectification, inappropriate sexualisation, and unhealthily thin or unattainable body 

images (Middleton et al., 2020). Numerous studies also directly associate female sexual 

objectification in advertising with a range of pernicious consequences including sexist beliefs, 

the normalization of male sexual aggression and violence toward women and increased male 

acceptance of rape myths. Exposure to this content also leads both women and men to have a 

diminished view of women's competence, morality and humanity (Gurrieri et al., 2016). Yet, 

despite growing disquiet from consumers and from many within the advertising industry itself, 

the delegitimization of gender stereotyping within advertising remains under‐ examined. 
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To address this gap, we utilize institutional theory to extend previous conceptual work 

that sees consumers as purposeful in their efforts to disrupt established marketplace practices 

(Feddema et al., 2020; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017; Middleton and Turnbull, 2021; Valor et al., 

2021). We examine collective consumer challenges to the legitimacy of gender stereotyping 

and the objectification of women in advertising, conceptualizing it as ‘institutional work’ 

(Lawrence et al., 2011). While there is growing interest in the work undertaken by marketplace 

actors toward change in advertising practices, there is still little understanding of consumer 

subversion of advertising campaigns (Duke, 2002; Kähr et al., 2016; Middleton and Turnbull, 

2021; Rumbo, 2002; Wilson et al., 2021). In particular, since rhetoric plays a critical role in 

shaping accounts of what is, and crucially, what is not legitimate (Cornelissen et al., 2015), we 

consider the rhetorical strategies employed by consumers as they seek to subvert advertising. 

Our study contributes to existing research on the mechanisms underpinning consumer 

subversion of marketing in the following ways. First, we extend knowledge of how consumers 

subvert advertising campaigns by outlining the manner in which they use rhetorical strategies 

to challenge contentious institutional logics. Second, we show that an organized boundary 

group can mobilize marketplace activists to advocate for market change. Third, we highlight 

how conflict played out on social media generates emergent message frames that when 

amplified by the journalistic media may be used to delegitimize market logics. 
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Theoretical background 

 

Consumers' institutional work 

Through institutional work, both individual and collective actors are able to create, 

maintain, or disrupt the practices and underpinning logics that are considered legitimate within 

a particular marketplace or field (Lawrence et al., 2011). Fields may be characterized by 

ongoing contestation between dominant market incumbents and less privileged challengers, 

who ordinarily wield less influence over its operation (Fligstein and McAdam, 2012). The 

literature recognizes that delegitimization of institutional logics in the marketplace is assisted 

by the alteration of field frames (Humphreys, 2010). Emergent message frames developed 

within social movements are important in shaping both cultural meaning systems and 

institutional fields. Especially in relation to contentious moral, emotional or values‐based 

issues, the intentional crafting of strategic frames that appropriate the goals of a social 

movement can marshal the collective renegotiation of institutional logics (King and Pearce, 

2010). In accordance, disruptive boundary work at the interstice between individuals and 

groups in a field is a necessary (but not sufficient) condition for institutional transformation. 

More directly, it is the existence of agentic boundary actors with the capacity to undertake 

disruptive work that may eventually contribute to emergent institutional processes. Indeed, 

formal or informal boundary organizations consisting of these networked members may 

become established (Kjeldgaard et al., 2017), such as advocacy or special interest groups. At 

this micro‐processual level, shared social and moral emotions are particularly significant in 

leveraging the required commitment and engagement to facilitate the construction of new 

logics. Whether these new collaborations achieve any degree of stability depends on the 

interplay of boundaries and practices, as institutional actors work to introduce and 

institutionalize alternative logics (Fan and Zietsma, 2017). 
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In analysing the rhetorical strategies of consumers who wish to subvert sexist 

advertising, facilitated by an organized boundary group, we extend conceptual work that sees 

consumers as agentic, strategic and purposeful in their work to disrupt market practices and 

influence marketplace change (Duke, 2002; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017). Engagement with social 

activism may provide consumers with the co‐ordination and power to put pressure on 

organizations (King and Pearce, 2010) and through collective actions at micro‐level they gain 

increased agency in the marketplace. However, empirical studies of this phenomenon and its 

mechanics remain scarce (Valor et al., 2021). Thus, our novel context allows a closer 

examination of such institutional work by consumers as they use rhetorical strategies to subvert 

the entrenched marketing practice of gender stereotyping in advertising. 

 

The use of rhetoric as institutional work 

There is recognition within the literature that the use and exchange of language may be 

central to both the production and the reconstruction of institutional arrangements (e.g. 

Cornelissen et al., 2015; Green and Li, 2011). This stream of literature, termed rhetorical 

institutionalism, considers that institutions and their employees use language strategically and 

intentionally. It allows for consideration of how institutional stability and legitimacy is 

achieved through the consistent use of language but more crucially, the central role of language 

itself in bringing about the disruption of stability (Cornelissen et al., 2015). Engaging in 

rhetoric is seen as a means to provide convincing accounts, regulating impressions and images 

in the marketplace, but may also be used to challenge marketplace institutions and their logics 

as the subject of ongoing negotiations (Fan and Zietsma, 2017). Thus, negotiation through 

language and discourse is recognized as a contestation practice operating through the co‐

operation of others, or alternatively in direct competition with opposing views (Green and Li, 
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2011). As a result, those engaged in this negotiation, including customers (Feddema et al., 

2020; Valor et al., 2021), may engage in rhetoric, intentionally using persuasive language to 

influence meaning and call for action (Aristotle, 1991). Classic rhetoric assumes a direct link 

between the use of language and cognition (Green and Li, 2011). Consequently, those seeking 

to challenge institutional legitimacy and undermine institutional logics might employ rhetorical 

tactics to challenge existing understanding. To influence others, actors must consider how they 

speak, drawing on the three “proofs” or rhetorical strategies originally outlined by Aristotle: 

logos, ethos, and pathos. While logos refers to appeals made to an audience based on logical 

judgements, ethos describes appeals based on the credibility or moral authority of the speaker, 

with pathos describing appeals to emotion (Brown et al., 2012; Green and Li, 2011). Logos has 

received the most attention in extant literature (Brown et al., 2012), however few studies 

consider kairos, a further rhetorical strategy that dictates that, “what is said must be said at the 

right time” (Poulakos, 1983, p. 40). This recognizes that beyond effective arguments, a timely 

opportunity is also needed to move an audience toward significant change. In challenging 

established and entrenched practices that have proved resistant to change, kairos may be a 

persuasive strategy for thinking that has “come of age” due to a specific situation and time. 

While some prior studies acknowledge the role that consumers can play in establishing 

the legitimacy of marketing practices (Biraghi et al., 2020; Hakala et al., 2017; Kjeldgaard et 

al., 2017), scant research examines consumer delegitimization and subversion of marketing 

(Husemann et al., 2015; McCarthy and Glozer, 2021; Wilson et al., 2021). Even less research 

draws upon the function of rhetoric in consumer interactions; Luedicke et al. (2010) and Valor 

et al. (2021) identify consumers as moral agents, and link what they see as the increasingly 

emotional and moralistic discourse between consumers within online forums to changes in the 

macro environment, notably a rise in populism. To explore these themes further, our study 

considers the rhetorical strategies employed by consumers as they struggle to challenge the 
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legitimacy of gender stereotyping and the objectification of women in advertising at a time 

when gender issues are highly visible within the macro environment. 

Consumer activism 

Some recent research considers moderators of the effects of gender stereotyping in 

advertising on brands (Eisend, 2019). For example, female consumers have been found to 

respond favorably to both to the advertising and the brand in ads that take a gender equality 

advocacy role (Åkestam et al., 2017). While we have a growing understanding of consumers' 

positive responses to advertising that advocates for gender equality, we have less knowledge 

about how they might in fact, subvert such advertising that offends their wider social justice 

sensibilities. Indeed, recent research examines how consumers may subvert perceived 

marketplace social justice transgressions (Kachen et al., 2020; McCarthy and Glozer, 2021; 

Valor et al., 2021) but more understanding of the risks of such corporate transgressions as a 

result of their impact within wider public discourses is needed. 

Kozinets and Handelman (2004) discuss “consumer movements” that seek to transform 

consumption ideology and culture. Consumer activists' ideological discourses intended to 

transform marketing strategies view consumption‐related practices as a way to enact a desired 

change in the marketplace and social order. Consumer movements may be directed toward 

subverting mainstream consumption practices or they may simply be motivated by higher‐

order values and a desire for progress (Wilson et al., 2021). When consumers produce and 

reproduce shared emotional dispositions or sentiments in cultural discourses and practices they 

build communal and individual identities in society (Valor et al., 2021). Here, consumers are 

able to take a performative role toward change by elevating other consumers' awareness. 

Adopting social advocacy in social media for instance, consumers can contribute to the framing 

of marketers' appeal strategies and messaging and using their own social, emotional and 
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informational message frames consumers can assist in the construction of novel meaning in the 

marketplace (Kachen and Krishen, 2020; Valor et al., 2021). Yet, while prior research has 

examined how consumer interaction in online brand communities may be used to build 

legitimacy for change (Hakala et al., 2017; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017), we have less knowledge 

about the performative nature of consumer advocacy and subversion in these contexts. 

Consumers can use social media to collectively engage in retaliation for perceived 

societal transgressions that have arisen from perceived injustice. For example, in relation to 

gendered institutions, Kachen et al. (2020) examined sentiments and semantic meaning 

developed by survivors of sexual violence and harassment in social media, drawing from the 

#MeToo social movement. Such fearless efforts on the part of activist social media users are 

not without demands, and indeed rely on significant emotional energy. Social media users 

engaging with internet‐based feminist organization, “No More Page 3” (#NMP3), to fight for 

the removal of sexualized images of women from a UK newspaper replenished emotional 

energy through “affective solidarity,” a function of the collective (McCarthy and Glozer, 2021). 

Thus, while consumers produce value through performative labor in social media, they also 

work toward achieving the Aristotelian idea of “virtuous action” that forms part of a life well 

lived with others (Biraghi et al., 2020). 

However, such disruptive institutional work may rely upon support in public discourses 

and elaboration in the wider media to consolidate new meaning structures. Recent studies have 

drawn attention to the role of media coverage in shaping both public opinion and consumer 

online comments and therefore influence upon changing perceptions of legitimacy (Graf‐

Vlachy et al., 2020; Pollock and Rindova, 2003). As such, the journalistic media might provide 

an amplification tool for change (Thompson‐Whiteside and Turnbull, 2021), with journalists 

acting as gatekeepers for progress in marketplace practices via their selection, validation, and 
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realization of what is meaningful (Humphreys, 2010). Our investigation considers this range 

of under‐explored influences on the role and mechanics of consumer subversion. 

 

Materials and methods 

 

Case study context 

KFC's Zinger Popcorn Box advertisement was released in Australia in January 2020 

and broadcast on national TV during a popular cricket competition. The ad featured a young, 

female festival‐goer who is observed to adjust her low‐cut top in the reflection of a parked car 

window whilst two young boys inside watch open‐mouthed (Reuters, 2021). (See Appendix 

1.) A feminist group, namely Collective Shout (the boundary organization) condemned the ad 

in a press release and on their Facebook page. Collective Shout is a not‐for‐profit social 

advocacy group that aims to bring about cultural change and societal transformation through 

holding corporations, advertisers, marketers and media accountable for the well‐established 

harms of objectification of women and sexualisation of girls (Collective Shout, 2021). They 

stated, “this ad is a regression to tired and archaic stereotypes where young women are sexually 

objectified for male pleasure; and males are helplessly transfixed when confronted with the 

opportunity to ogle a woman's body” (Collective Shout, 2021). The incident sparked a furore 

of social and journalistic media activity, a sample of which provided data for our study. Two 

distinct sides to the ensuing debate and discussion emerged. In our analysis we have termed 

these two groups, activists (those that subverted the ad) and incumbents (those that defended 

it). 
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Research design 

We employed a qualitative methodology to analyse the rhetorical strategies and 

emergent message frames used by consumers and the wider journalistic media to critique and 

subvert the ad. Thematic analysis and qualitative psychology methodologies are becoming 

more prevalent in studies of consumer behaviour (Belk, 2017; Fletcher‐Brown et al., 2021; 

Pera and Viglia, 2016). As interpretivist scholars we captured evolving phenomena in rich 

detail from a single case, rather than data composed of multiple cases focusing on one narrow 

dimension (Yin, 2014). In our study, these methods allowed a richer and more complete 

understanding of the negative reaction to the advertising campaign, revealing how it was “read” 

in the marketplace (Luca et al., 2016). Such an approach enabled the novel exploration of 

consumer subversion of advertising and facilitated understanding of its contribution to 

marketplace meaning and dynamics. 

 

Data sample and collection procedure 

In line with other studies that have sought to analyse consumers' rhetorical institutional 

work (Kachen and Krishen, 2020; McCarthy and Glozer, 2021; Thompson‐Whiteside and 

Turnbull, 2021; Valor et al., 2021), the data source consisted of social media comments and 

journalistic media articles. In following our research aims, journalistic media articles provided 

a reflection of the content of contemporary culture and societal attitudes (Humphreys, 2010; 

Percy, 2012). Consequently, this data set allowed us to merge understanding of consumer 

perspectives and actions, the impact of these on social and public discourses and vice versa 

(Middleton and Turnbull, 2021). It also facilitated our thematic analysis process and allowed 

the mapping and subsequent corroboration of emergent codes from both data sources. 
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Data was collected from the three‐week time period immediately following the release 

of the ad, January 20 to February 10, 2020. Following Kachen, et al. (2020) we identified 

relevant comments posted on Facebook and Twitter in response to the ad using Twitonomy 

(the API available from https://twitter.com/). Using Lexis Nexis, we recovered archival data in 

the form of news, industry trade press and magazine articles that reported the controversy and 

consumer backlash to the ad. These articles were considered to be data sources that allowed 

understanding of the impact of the consumer subversion activity on wider social discourses, as 

well as forming part of the marketplace response to the ad itself. To extract data from all these 

sources we used keywords such as collectiveshout, KFC, sexist, and Australia. Our initial data 

sample comprised 481 Facebook comments, 2340 tweets and 119 articles. After using 

Microsoft Excel to eliminate duplicate or superfluous data and non‐English language content, 

the final data sample totalled Facebook, 402 comments; Twitter, 2104 tweets; journalistic 

media articles, 103 articles (n = 2609). 

 

Analytic procedure 

We utilized NVivo software (Rossolatos, 2019) to undertake a two‐ stage sequential 

data analysis process to explore firstly, the rhetorical strategies used by consumers and the 

journalistic media to critique and subvert advertising, and secondly, the message frames 

developed within the arising discourse. The use of NVivo as a computerized tool for qualitative 

research provides improved rigour by ensuring more systematic and thorough analysis. 

Following Wallendorf and Belk (1989), inter‐coder agreement to endorse the data analysis 

revealed a 96% overlap between the four coders. The coders discussed the remaining 4% of 

data and reached agreement. 
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Stage 1 

The rhetorical strategies of consumers and the journalistic media to subvert the ad were 

analysed and classified in alignment with Aristotle's four types of rhetorical justification, logos 

(logical appeals), ethos (moralizing), pathos (emotion‐inducing) and kairos (timely 

opportunity) as a priori themes (See Appendix 2). Data collected and analysed using a priori 

themes allows broader theoretical sensitivity and ensures the analysis is focused on discovering 

major commonalities and their interrelationships (Maxwell, 2021). This was achieved via an 

iterative process, checking back and forth between the NVivo data and the a priori themes. 

Stage 2 

The second level of analysis explored key arguments and counter‐ arguments employed 

by market activists and incumbents within the rhetorical debate, and the aggregation of these 

as emergent message frames (see Table 6). As such, our analysis effectively applies our a priori 

theoretical framework to assist in the understanding of the development of emergent frames. 

In line with extant research (e.g., Brown et al., 2012; Kachen and Krishen, 2020), we classified 

the novel message frames that emerged from our data into three aggregated arguments used by 

activists to subvert the advertising: criticism of the KFC advertisement; the normalization of 

harmful gender stereotypes by advertising; and female objectification on a continuum of harm 

against women by men. Each of these are discussed in turn below. 

 

 

Results 

 

In the following sections, we use evidence from our empirical study to illuminate the 

manner in which consumers and the journalistic media may use the rhetorical strategies, logos, 
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ethos, pathos, and kairos to subvert a contested advertisement. We briefly discuss the dynamics 

of the conflict and progression of the debate and elaborate upon the use and function of each 

rhetorical strategy by the two sides. (See Table 6). We then detail the novel message frames 

that emerged from activists' argumentation and market incumbents' corresponding counter‐ 

arguments We conclude by explaining how activists' mobilization of novel message frames 

contributes to the delegitimization of the institutionalized practice of gender stereotyping in 

advertising; a practice that had previously remained unquestioned in the marketplace. Thus, we 

present such reshaping of social discourses as consumers' rhetorical institutional work toward 

marketplace change. 

 

Rhetoric in consumer activism 

 

Within our study, two groups or sides of the debate very quickly emerged in the 

response to contestation of the advertisement; the market activists who subverted the ad, and 

the market incumbents who defended it. The ensuing argumentation and conflict between the 

two factions itself served a function in the progress of the debate. Therefore, while our findings 

emphasize the development of rhetoric employed by activists to subvert advertising, we also 

outline and discuss the rhetorical appeals used by both sides. We found evidence of all four 

rhetorical appeals being used within the unfolding debate but we note that in many comments, 

consumers deployed a combination of rhetorical strategies within single comments. However, 

for practicality, in the following we discuss the use of each rhetorical strategy discretely. 

 

Logos (logical appeals) 

There was little logical justification from incumbents of marketing practices utilizing 

incongruent female nudity in advertising, compared to more frequent credible statements 
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couched in factual terms, from consumer activists. Activists posted comments that were 

derived from considered rational ideas, for example, “It's about this stuff creating a norm and 

the disrespect that goes with it.” Incumbents' use of logos, however relied on more singular 

arguments, for example, “Sorry it's called being human” and “young lads/men are going to 

look [at women's breasts].” The arguments put forward by activists rested on a number of 

complex logical streams of thought. These logical ideas were also included in many journalistic   
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Table 6. Sample of stage 2 data analysis:  

Arguments and counter-arguments and aggregated emergent message frames developed in consumer subversion of advertising 

  

Argument 

(ACTIVISTS) Indicative quotations 

Counter 

arguments 

(INCUMBENTS) Indicative quotations 

Arguments centred on criticism of the KFC advertisement  

 
The woman featured in 

the KFC ad has been 

objectified 

 
This ad is gross and sexist (ETHOS) (Facebook) 

 
The fast food giant has also received backlash from 

hundreds of social media users who believe the ad was 

in poor taste…[some] called the ad 'tacky' (ETHOS) 

(Daily Mail Australia) 

 
This ad is just a bit 

of fun 

Sorry but the commercial is funny, what happened 

to being able to have a laugh without everyone 

getting on their high horse (ETHOS) (Facebook) 

 
Please note when boy sees attractive woman, boy 

will look #nature (ETHOS) (Twitter) 

 
The whole thing has sparked a debate online. Some 

people say the ad is “sexist,” while others say 

people need to lighten up about it. (ETHOS) 

(Delish) 

 
Sexist advertising harms 

the brand 

…The backlash on social media denouncing it as 

sexist was so vociferous, it prompted KFC to 

apologize. The quick retreat...underscored how the 

boundaries of what’s considered acceptable are 

changing quickly in the #MeToo era. (LOGOS) (New 

York Times)  
 

Getting global attention for perpetuating sexist and 

harmful stereotypes is probably not the kind of 

attention KFC had in mind. All publicity is not good 

publicity, particularly when your brand becomes 

known for sexism or unethical behaviour (ETHOS) 

(Facebook) 

 
Complaints about 

ads generate 

increased publicity, 

which is beneficial 

to the brand 

 
KFC marketing dept current mood.... 

#HookLineAndSinker (LOGOS) (Twitter)  

 
What you are doing by banging on about it is 

further promoting KFC which I am sure they are 

thanking you for (KAIROS) (Facebook) 
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Consumers can lobby for 

the withdrawal of the 

advertisement, to the 

benefit of society 

The story made mainstream BBC Newsfeed here in the 

UK - well done Collective Shout for highlighting this 

ad as promoting and normalising unhelpful gender 

stereotypes (PATHOS) (Facebook) 

 
I complained to the advertising standards council. Any 

member of the public can do this for any 

advertisement. Link to register complaints: 

https://adstandards.com.au/lodge-complaint 

(KAIROS) (Facebook) 

Complaints about 

the ad contribute to 

partisan modes of 

gender 

Remember you need men on board as advocates 

too. Your headline here is just creating an 

unnecessary divide (ETHOS) (Facebook) 
 
I think the vast majority of people would see [the 

ad] as humorous. People please pick your battles 

and use common sense, society without some 

comedy would be pretty bleak. (KAIROS) 

(Facebook)  

Arguments centred on the normalisation of harmful gender stereotypes by advertising  

Female objectification is 

normalised by advertising 

and the media, and 

perpetuated in society 

Companies advertise because it has a 

desired effect, it influences behaviour 

and if it didn't' why advertise? Therefore, 

the use of the images KFC used DO 

influence attitudes and behaviours 

(LOGOS) (Facebook) 
 
If we don’t call this stuff out nothing changes. These 

ads teach young boys their response is ok. They hear 

adults laugh so it’s ok to look at a young woman that 

way. (KAIROS) (Facebook) 

There is nothing 

wrong with men 

simply enjoying 

looking at women’s 

bodies 

 
So normal human behaviour is sexist now 

apparently (LOGOS) (Twitter)  

 
The thought police don’t want anyone to do 

anything anymore (ETHOS) (Facebook) 

Advertising is pervasive 

therefore stereotyping in 

ads can cause harm 

Collective Shout… condemned the advertisement and 

said it was a "another manifestation of the 'boys will 

be boys' trope, hampering our ability to 

challenge sexist ideas which contribute to harmful 

behavior towards women and girls” (ETHOS) 

(Channel NewsAsia) 

 

  

Consumers can 

ignore advertising 

that offends them 

Don’t like it, turn it off (KAIROS) (Facebook) 

 
If TV offends you turn it off, if social media offends 

turn it off (KAIROS) (Twitter) 

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fadstandards.com.au%2Flodge-complaint%3Ffbclid%3DIwAR2oshCNmxPeSYOVDzDr1YdSnt_ofnFyb28uyZS_wrLOrGRJbqeH3Cp1yPw&h=AT2QHGSWt7lN2bGqfjUVp0uTLdNajVLyawQxQIYYn0RMrPfphx3CeLCHUgMhfWeW0ydEMCyLSPSwf1a5lNjD2AhIWFpDVPtZEZ3fxLGrMbVGN2HyrpI4e1_itVG2EcoH1Q
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Arguments centred on female objectification on a continuum of harm against women 

Advertising and media 

images that objectify 

women lead to violence 

against women and other 

harmful outcomes 

[Collective Shout spokesperson] also argued that the 

ad counteracts the Australian Government’s National 

Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their 

Children 2010 – 2022. (ETHOS) (Mumbrella)  

 
The silence and tolerance predictably leads to 

escalation by men so inclined. Remember the standard 

you walk past is the standard you accept/promote. 

(KAIROS) (Facebook) 

 
This argument is 

based on 

exaggeration and 

hysteria 

So even think that you could possibly link this ad to 

domestic violence is the real joke in all of this. 

(LOGOS) (Facebook)  

 
So, looking at covered tits as an adolescent boy is 

violence against women? (ETHOS) (Facebook)  

 
I think we just need to ban all men ... simple! Or 

perhaps have them specially blinded so they can’t 

see women. (PATHOS) (Twitter) 

It is the responsibility of 

all men to challenge 

sexism and objectification 

What do YOU think we should do to stop violence 

against women; and stop the man who is murdering a 

woman each week? Can't wait to hear what you think 

your fellow men should be doing to learn to respect 

women (ETHOS) (Facebook) 
 
So you would be ok with a boy/ man objectifying your 

daughters by staring at their breasts? (ETHOS) 

(Facebook) 

Not all men 

objectify women 
  
 Not all men are the enemy (ETHOS) (Facebook) 
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media articles that covered the controversy, for example, “The 15‐second clip sparked 

widespread outrage on social media, with critics accusing KFC of reinforcing 'tired and 

archaic stereotypes'” (Evening Standard). Activists' comments reiterated the findings of 

academic research articles posted on the Facebook pages by Collective Shout, as evidence to 

underpin the logical rhetoric, as follows: “As though sexism and the objectification of women 

do not harm women…? Sounds like you need to familiarise yourself with the research on this 

topic.” Much of the activists' logos rhetoric demonstrated understanding of sophisticated 

ideological concepts; we suggest as the result of engagement with the 4th wave feminist social 

movement that occupies a substantial position within wider public discourses (Maclaran, 

2015). As one activist challenger contended, for instance: “Does objectification, sexual‐

harassment, body dysmorphia and ageism make you giggle? Bombarding women with the same 

old pornified ads perpetuate this behaviour. It tells women to accept a low standard of 

behaviour from men.” These analytical, considered arguments on the part of activists were 

intended to frame gender equality market logics as meaningful, judicious and legitimate, and 

in Aristotle's words, form ‘the basis of reasoned discourse’ (Aristotle, 1991). As a mode of 

persuasion, this rhetorical strategy functions to signify reliability, lending validity to the word 

of mouth communication itself. 

 

Ethos (credibility or moral authority) 

The use of ethos was a crucial rhetorical strategy employed by both activists and 

incumbents, but with differing intentions. The incumbents attempted to discredit the activists' 

arguments by generally relying on dismissal, for example, “This advertisement is showing a 

plausible, embarrassing and, yes, funny moment, and is not a valid reason for outrage! I feel 

this fake offence truly weakens the fight against a valid cause with the general public.” In the 
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pursuit of a range of moral notions in the evolving social media debate, consumers appeared to 

form in‐ and out‐group collective allegiances, which then bolstered their interactions with the 

subsequent, mushrooming online discussion. For example, in their attempts to undermine the 

practice of female objectification in advertising, activists ascribed nefarious characteristics to 

the out‐group, which were consequently aligned with forms of moral deviance. This out‐group 

comprised KFC themselves, other advertisers employing similar advertising themes, the social 

media users who supported KFC and, on many occasions, men at large. For example, “We 

know you don't care about girls and women and how they are seen and what they are subjected 

to, that's obvious.” To underscore the function of in‐group and out‐group conflict in the data, 

we noted that as well as leading the debate with posts and articles intending to spark dialogue 

to subvert the ad, Collective Shout themselves also contributed to intergroup antipathy, as 

follows: “We've been inundated with abusive messages from men defending the ad, targeting 

our female supporters with insults and misogynistic slurs for daring to voice their objection.” 

On occasion, Collective Shout even joined in with consumer activists in the online rancour 

between activists and incumbents on the forum, for example, “When was the last time you saw 

an ad with little girls checking out a man's 'package?'” (comment addressed to an incumbent 

under the Facebook username, “Collective Shout”). Here, consumers and the boundary 

organization joined ranks, purposefully and strategically employing a rhetorical mode of 

persuasion to reject the legitimacy of female objectification in advertising on the basis of moral 

criteria. Thus, they subverted the intention of the advertising and discredited the brand in the 

process. 
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Pathos (emotion‐inducing) 

Consumer activists used emotion‐inducing rhetoric to construct KFC and those who 

supported the ad as ignorant at best, and misogynistic at worst, as follows: “I can assure you 

that rape isn't funny. But then as a male you wouldn't get that would you?” “I was hoping for 

more enlightened sponsors [advertisers] in this day and age.” “Your misogyny is noted.” In 

return, activists were dismissed by incumbents as precious bellyachers who needed to “get out 

more” and “…chuckle at a silly ad and move on with their lives.” This social media user added: 

“These people live in a social bubble, rarely exposed to alternative thoughts. But when they 

are they absolutely lose their mind.” There were numerous examples of clashes between the 

disparate factions and ensuing polarized arguments based substantially on emotion‐ laden 

rhetoric. Social media users displayed the high level of arousal associated with hot emotions, 

chiefly anger, which spurred further argumentativeness, contempt and insults, for example, 

“Why would a white, entitled, privileged, misogynistic pig understand that?” (activist's 

comment), “Just another example of a moronic male attempt at advertising" (activist's 

comment), “I see nothing wrong. You're doing unnecessary work. Why? Do you want to feel 

important?” (incumbent's comment). There were posts from activists that were emotionally 

charged with repugnance and disgust: “WOW! You REALLY validate the point of how 

objectification is so 'normalised' in society these days. Just because YOU like to look, doesn't 

mean women actually WANT creepy old middle‐aged men leering at them.” On both sides, the 

intention of enraged taunts of this nature was to illicit guilt, shame and withdrawal. 

Nevertheless, we observed that like the ethos strategy, pathos served a performative function. 

Thus, as well as provoking a reaction in adversaries, the use and display of emotion appeared 

to strengthened in‐group memberships. 
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Kairos (timely opportunity) 

The data indicated that the strategic and rhetorical use of kairos was a particularly 

influential device in consumers' collective active work to subvert the advertising they saw as 

objectifying women. Once the initial effort to publicize the ignominious KFC ad had 

successfully garnered consumer support, Collective Shout added a follow‐up Facebook post to 

report a response from the brand. This read as follows: “KFC has issued a non‐apology: 'we 

apologise if anyone was offended by our latest commercial. Our intention was not to stereotype 

women and young boys in a negative light.' A sincere apology for your actions and clarity on 

pulling the ad would be preferable to apologising for other people's reactions.” In expressing 

dissatisfaction in these rhetorical terms, Collective Shout led the mobilization of further 

disquiet. Consumer activists subsequently consciously used their combined strength to lobby 

for timely action, urging, for example, “Farce of an apology until [the ad] is removed. Let's 

keep going 'til it's gone! Apology NOT accepted.” “Keep on telling the advertisers that these 

ads are not ok until our voices are louder than those commenters [sic].” “Complaint lodged 

✓.” 

While activists demonstrated their own actions to subvert the ad, they showed their 

commitment to delegitimizing such marketing practices within institutional constraints. 

Indeed, many of the journalistic articles led their reports with the risks to the brand arising 

consumer subversion actions. For example, “Anti‐exploitation groups are calling for a 

restaurant‐wide boycott, alleging a recently aired KFC ad objectifies women” (Franchise 

Business Australia). The utilization of kairos rhetoric appeared as a culmination of the logos, 

ethos and pathos strategies employed within the discourse. Thus, toward delegitimizing sexist 

advertising portrayals, activist consumers constructed and justified practical objectives to be 

attained using the emergent meaning developed in their subversion of the ad. 
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Novel message frames developed from rhetoric as institutional work 

 

The second stage of our analysis resulted in the identification of three principal message 

frames developed in activists' rhetoric to subvert the advert. Analysis of the data revealed the 

key sub‐ arguments made by social media users and in the journalistic media in support of, and 

in conflict with these emergent frames (see Table 6). These novel message frames represent 

market activists' rhetorical institutional work to push for marketplace change in gender 

stereotyping in advertising. We noted that in rejecting the novel arguments, market incumbents 

sought to reframe activists' emergent frames. Thus, demonstrating how the incumbents 

themselves produced counter discourses and engaged in institutional work to maintain the 

status quo by attempting to renegotiate the field in their favour. Nevertheless, the extensive 

media coverage of the subversion served to amplify its effect, and the rhetoric and novel 

message frames produced by consumer activists were redistributed in media articles. The 

message frames used to subvert the ad and incumbents' corresponding counter‐arguments are 

detailed in the following section. 

 

Message frame 1: Arguments centred on criticism of the KFC advertisement 

In subverting the ad and labelling it as sexist, activist market actors sought to redefine 

appropriate advertising content. Ethos rhetoric in particular was deployed to frame the central 

element of the short story of the ad—the objectification of the young woman, as harmful and 

offensive to women in society, for example, “The advert was condemned as 'sexist' by 

Australian campaign group Collective Shout, and described as 'reinforcing gender 

stereotypes'” (The Independent). Part of this collective reframing was to use kairos rhetoric to 

hold the advertiser to account for what activists saw as irresponsible practice and to call for an 

apology. Incumbents responded to activists' framing of the ad as objectifying women by 



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

100 
  

employing logos rhetoric to provide a counter‐frame defence. This primary line of 

argumentation was to denounce the young boys' reactions in the ad as simply following a 

natural, evolutionary human response. Further, by using ethos, they attempted to undermine 

activists' efforts to call for ad complaints by asserting that such claims are divisive. This 

reframing entailed interpreting discussions pertaining to gender inequality as polemical and 

unnecessarily hostile. Consumer incumbents dismissed concerns about women's objectification 

as part of a wider societal movement at which they felt at odds. This subframe rallied support 

for the assertion that so‐called ‘woke‐consciousness’ is feeble‐ minded and unconvincing, for 

example, “Some dangerous loonies in the world are trying hard to turn men into women and 

women into men.” “The so called 'woke' aren't offended, they are just horrible, spiteful human 

beings who want to spoil all the things in the world that we enjoy” (‘Woke’ byword for social 

awareness, Merriam‐ Webster, 2017). 

 

Message frame 2: Arguments on the normalization of harmful gender stereotypes by 

advertising 

The key theme of this frame was the contention that for too long it has been 

commonplace for advertisers to rely on sexual appeals and female objectification to attract 

attention. Ethos was harnessed to vigorously decry the institutionalized marketing practice of 

gender stereotyping. This was the central assertion of the boundary organization's press release 

while activist consumers and the journalistic media redistributed it: “The ad is a regression to 

tired and archaic stereotypes where young women are sexually objectified for male pleasure. 

Ads like this…hamper our ability to challenge sexist ideas which contribute to harmful 

behaviour towards women and girls” (Collective Shout). There was a weighty sense of urgency 

in activists' arguments as they applied kairos to persuade others of the need for marketplace 

change. However, consumer incumbents' argumentation often employed humorous pathos 
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rhetoric in response, appearing to primarily provide amusement for themselves and other social 

media users. The mocking nature of such counter‐arguments can be associated with trolling 

behaviours or performative acts of provocation designed to antagonize an out‐group (Demsar 

et al., 2021). 

 

Message frame 3: Female objectification on a continuum of harm against women 

Like the previous one, this compelling frame was introduced by the boundary 

organization in their press release campaign in response to the ad. The solemn logos 

justification was drawn from academic research. Collective Shout stated “To end men's 

violence against women we need to challenge the foundations of violence…A growing number 

of reports show how re‐enforcing of gender stereotypes— including in advertising—

contributes to a lesser view of women resulting in their mistreatment.” The serious nature of 

this claim tenably drove activists' outcry and motivated them to engage in subversive actions 

on social media. In response to such weighty activist arguments, consumer incumbents 

defaulted to dismissal, rejection or deflection in their construction of counter‐arguments, as the 

following examples show: “Funny ad. Take it for what it is. There's more to life.” “Not all 

men [objectify women].” 

 

 

Discussion 

 

This study set out to explore how consumers engage in rhetorical institutional work to 

subvert advertising. Our paper supports and enriches existing literature on consumer 
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subversion of marketing practices (Kähr et al., 2016; Rauschnabel et al., 2016; Rumbo, 2002). 

Specifically, we extend burgeoning academic research that acknowledges that consumer 

dialogue may draw on social discourses and market relationships to support or challenge brands 

and their actions in attempts to legitimize or delegitimize market logics (Hakala et al., 2017; 

Kjeldgaard et al., 2017; Rossolatos, 2019). We outline that in a context of favorable and timely 

public discourses, consumers and a boundary organization were able to use rhetorical strategies 

to subvert contentious advertising. As a function of the arising conflict and debate between 

marketplace activists and incumbents, novel message frames emerged in the marketplace, 

which were then amplified by the media. In Figure 3 we offer a conceptualization of this 

process to inform future research and examination. 

Our study extends nascent research that considers conflict in the subversion of 

marketing (Antonetti and Crisafulli, 2021; Husemann et al., 2015; Kachen and Krishen, 2020). 

Previous research acknowledges that market actors may adhere to opposed institutional logics, 

and that these may give rise to both the assertion and defense, of competition and power in 

marketplace exchanges (Antonetti and Crisafulli, 2021; Husemann et al., 2015; Kachen and 

Krishen, 2020). However, we assess the mechanics of such interactions in relation to 

consumers' use of rhetorical language and their construction of arguments as message frames 

to facilitate the delegitimization of market logics. In delineating the content of arguments and 

counter‐ arguments between market activists and market incumbents, we gleaned the nature of 

sense‐making by both factions, as they vied for one‐upmanship over their rivals. We submit 

that under these conditions, argumentation generates emergent meaning, as a function of 

comparisons of the arguments of the opposing sides. Our findings indicate that such 

polarization mobilized zeal for the debate itself and heightened in‐group and out‐group 

affiliations. Further, our case showed that the performative use of rhetoric in a public forum 

stimulated the development of revised market logics through the production of alternative 
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frames of reference or message frames (Biraghi et al., 2020). Therefore, we extend prior 

research that highlights micro‐level consumer‐driven marketplace legitimization mechanisms 

in social media (Antonetti and Crisafulli, 2021; Biraghi et al., 2020; Kachen et al., 2020; 

McCarthy and Glozer, 2021). 

Since language is the vector of institutional work (Cornelissen et al., 2015), our findings 

assist understanding of the role of language, dialogue, and meaning transfer in shaping evolving 

logics in the marketplace. Some recent studies in the marketing discipline have certainly been 

invaluable in drawing attention to rhetorical functions in consumer‐led discourses (Kachen and 

Krishen, 2020; Luedicke et al., 2010; Valor et al., 2021). We build upon these by showing that 

when consumer rhetorical institutional work in social media is amplified by the journalistic 

media, this in turn, has a recursive influence on meaning structures that influence consumer 

perceptions (Middleton and Turnbull, 2021). Therefore, such subversion of marketplace 

meaning structures can amount to a clear challenge to the legitimacy of a marketing practice. 

Consumers are able to undermine or subvert brands by responding to what they see as 

corporate transgressions of social justice, or corporate acts of irresponsibility (Kachen and 

Krishen, 2020; Kähr et al., 2016; Xie and Bagozzi, 2019). We add to the growing stream of 

consumer subversion literature that considers how consumers may take a social advocate or 

activism role (Feddema et al., 2020; Kachen et al., 2020; McCarthy and Glozer, 2021). Demsar 

et al. (2021) describe the phenomenon of trolling in mainstream internet culture by two 

ideological sides occupying distinct and polarized subject positions. Respectively, “social 

justice activists,” aligned with liberal, politically correct, social justice discourses; and “alt‐

right trolls,” who appropriate antagonistic and taboo perspectives around gender, race, 

sexuality, ability and religion. Our study provides further empirical evidence of how brands 

may be threatened by this phenomenon and draws attention to potential for such consumer 

responses to brand actions to go viral. 
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Finally, we extend understanding of how boundary organizations may assist consumers 

to subvert marketing practices (Hakala et al., 2017; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017) as we provide 

empirical evidence of how the work of a social advocacy organization facilitated challenges to 

market logics that consumers felt marginalized them, or those they supported. Consumers were 

spurred to collective action, adopting the rhetoric of a social movement as a rationale for change 

in the marketplace. We observe that the actions of a boundary organization, against a backdrop 

of feminist social discourses, assisted consumers to produce sophisticated logical reasoning 

and highlight the need for urgent change. Thus, our findings demonstrate that consumers were 

able to draw directly from counter‐logics, assembled by a boundary group, in their deployment 

of rhetoric, aimed at adversaries on a social media forum. As such, the boundary organization 

provided a powerful platform for consumers to subvert a brand's advertising campaign, engage 

in negative word of mouth, and present a potential threat to the brand's equity. 

 

Figure 3. Consumer subversion of advertising as rhetorical institutional work 
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Conclusions 

 

 Limitations 

Our exploratory approach has provided a valuable emic understanding of the rhetorical 

strategies employed by consumers and a boundary organization to delegitimize and subvert 

female objectification in advertising. The single case qualitative data means that there are 

inherent limitations in terms of the generalizability of findings. This does not prevent the study 

from informing theory development but rather leads to consideration of further research areas 

that may help to provide further validation (Belk, 2017; Maxwell, 2021). We therefore 

encourage researchers to consider how contested marketing practices and in particular, 

advertising practices are being subverted, both on and offline in other contexts. For example, 

similarly to the impact of using female stereotypes in advertising, the portrayal of male 

stereotypes, and racial and ethnic stereotypes is considered to be harmful to society. Therefore, 

it would be valuable to understand how these advertising practices are being contested by 

consumers and other market actors. Further, we call for future research that examines how 

consumers may challenge and subvert advertising that is directed toward vulnerable 

consumers, for example, advertising for betting and gambling; short term and payday loans; or 

products high in fat, sugar or salt to children (ASA, 2021). 

 

Managerial implications 

Our findings have important resonance for brand managers and for the development of 

brands' future marketing communications strategies. We identify the potential for damage to 

brands when advertising is subverted by consumers. In particular, we have shown that 

consumers generate negative word of mouth and outline how debate can encourage consumers 
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to make official complaints and lead to a call for brand boycotts. Moreover, we find that a 

brand can become embroiled at the centre of a fierce social media debate, which when reported 

in the journalistic media can leave the organization itself deemed, “anti‐progressive.” In this 

light, we suggest that brand owners may wish to consider the effects of negative responses to 

advertising on their brand. With an awareness that consumers may subvert marketing 

messages, we suggest that brands attempt to determine the potential for negative impact of 

marketing. Thus, brands could assess any decreases in market share as a result of consumer 

contestation of marketing practices. This could be achieved by measuring the scale of negative 

and positive comments, and the overall direction of sentiment in social media comments. More 

importantly, brands should ensure that they both scan for, and appraise the scope, of wider 

media coverage of controversial marketing practices. Such an approach will allow 

consideration of both, short term outcomes of negative word of mouth and brand boycotts, and 

potential longer‐term effects on brand equity. 

Brands should also be encouraged to consider the wider societal negative impact of 

their advertising. Objectified and stereotyped portrayals of women in advertising contribute to 

the devaluing of women in society. They have been found to have alarming effects on women, 

causing serious harm to self‐esteem and body image (Gurrieri et al., 2016). As well as being 

disempowering for women, showing women in such roles has serious implications for how 

men view women and has considerable impact on the morale and ethical fabric of society. To 

avoid contributing to such social injustice, brands should consider screening advertising as part 

of the overall creative development stage to ensure that there are no potentially damaging 

societal effects. As part of this process, it would be wise to implement mandatory training for 

marketing communications practitioners on equality, diversity and inclusion, which should 

provide an evidence basis for the potential impact of harmful messages on consumers.  
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Foreword to Paper 4 

 

The impetus for this paper was the observation that shifting socio-ideological 

conditions offering more widespread support for feminism were emerging, and were being 

accompanied by a reduction of the use of gender stereotypes in advertising. Values around 

female empowerment were gaining support in social discourses and the media, as well as being 

reflected in advances in advertising regulation. For example, the introduction of the 

Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) codes of practice prohibiting ads featuring harmful 

gender stereotypes in June 2019 in the UK (ASA, 2019); and in 2017, the legal requirement 

for air-brushed or digitally-altered advertisements to carry disclaimers or warning labels in 

France (France 24, 2017). It appeared that the lament of gender stereotyping in advertising by 

academia over decades (e.g. Eisend 2019; McArthur and Resko, 1975; Michell and Taylor, 

1990; Whipple and Courtney, 1985; Wolin, 2003) was finally being heard in the marketplace. 

Advertising campaigns highlighting women’s talents, employing pro-woman, female 

empowerment messaging and counter stereotyped characterisations – termed ‘femvertising’ - 

grew exponentially in popularity during the 2010s (Åkestam et al., 2017; Hsu, 2018; Varghese 

and Kumar, 2020). As worldwide brands appeared to be swiftly and unexpectedly embracing 

femvertising, it was time to ask what had suddenly changed?  

 Burgeoning academic interest in applications of institutional theory to 

marketing called for deeper understanding of how organisations and fields are influenced by, 

and interact with, not only institutional pressures and their institutional environment, but 

moreover, markets and consumers (Slimane et al., 2019). As the apex study of the compilation, 

Paper 4 acknowledged that marketplace change was dependent upon the market shaping efforts 

of market actors (Nenonen et al., 2019) that, in varying degrees of coalescence, may lead to 

disruption in the market system to a tipping point and an emergence of renewed institutional 
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logics. Such a prelude would prove to be an important route to open theoretical insights on the 

potential for purpose-driven advertising (Hsu, 2017) to direct marketplace and social change. 

Thus, the premises of MSD (Giesler and Fischer, 2017) provided a framework to consider the 

influences upon professional advertising actors that had resulted in transformed institutional 

logics and practices on the portrayal of gender, and to construct the final research question of 

the thesis: What is the institutional role of advertising in a dynamic market system (RQ4)?  
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Paper 4. How advertising got ‘woke.’ The institutional role of advertising 

in the emergence of gender progressive market logics and practices 

 

 

Abstract 

The use of gender stereotypes has long been a common creative strategy used by 

practitioners in advertising portrayals, leading to concern over the individual and societal 

effects of such representations of women. However, a recent decline in this institutionalized 

practice has provided the stimulus for our research. As such, we explore the influences that 

have led to market actors working in advertising and marketing actively avoiding the use of 

gender stereotypes of women in advertising depictions. We consider the role of advertising in 

a dynamic market system and the influences upon advertising practitioners leading to the 

emergence of gender progressive market logics. Linking the experiences of an expert sample 

of advertising professionals with the extant literature, our study broadens understanding of the 

central role of advertising in shaping markets. While previous research has examined the 

impact of advertising on society and cultural meaning, we highlight the recursive nature of this 

interaction. We find that emergent gender progressive logics have been dependent upon support 

in public discourses, shifts in professionals’ moral conscience, voiced consumer opinion and 

the market success of trailblazing, gender progressive advertising campaigns. We advance 

empirical analysis of market system influences that have led to more socially responsible 

advertising practices. This study has important implications for understanding advertising’s 

potential to address institutional problems in society. 

Keywords Advertising, advertising in society, gender stereotyping, institutional change, 

institutional logics, market system dynamics, responsible advertising, social justice 
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Introduction 

Markets are influenced by complex relational and social processes and the interplay 

between market actors (Baker et al., 2019; Giesler, 2008; Kjellberg and Olsen, 2017; Regany 

et al., 2021). There is growing interest in how such interplay influences marketplace practices 

via the transformation of market logics (Dolbec and Fischer, 2015; Ertimur and Coskuner-

Balli, 2015; Hartman and Coslor, 2019; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017; Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013; 

Zanette and Scaraboto, 2019) and as outcomes of market actors’ institutional work (Baker et 

al., 2019; Ghaffari et al., 2019; Thompson-Whiteside and Turnbull, 2021). Such research is 

valuable for understanding the role of groups of actors and institutional processes in market 

transformation. Accordingly, while literature considers the role of advertising in society 

(Eisend, 2019; Frith and Mueller, 2010; Leiss et al., 2018), there has been less attention paid 

to the role of advertising professional actors in market-shaping dynamics. Our research aims 

to provide further insights into MSD and the institutional role of advertising. We achieve this 

through the parallel examination of the influences upon the transformation of advertising 

practices and logics and the market-shaping consequences of advertising itself. On this basis, 

our research question is: What are the market system influences operating upon professional 

advertising actors that result in transformed market logics and practices on the portrayal of 

gender? 

In answering this question, we aim to advance the literature on advertising in society, 

with a focus on the societal effects of gender stereotyping in advertising (Dávila, 2012; Eisend, 

2019; Eisend, 2010; Frith and Mueller, 2010; Leiss et al., 2018; Pollay, 1986; Smith Maguire, 

2010). To achieve this aim, we use a blend of conceptual methodological approaches outlined 

by Jaakkola (2020): theory synthesis, theory adaptation and modelling. Firstly, we draw upon 

institutional theory and MSD as method theories, synthesizing these literature streams and 

concepts to generate an extended view of the role of advertising in society as a literature domain 
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(Jaakkola, 2020). Secondly, we offer adapted views of both the MSD concept and institutional 

theory via our enhanced theorization of the role of advertising in market systems and 

institutional change. Thus, while we employ institutional theory and MSD to broaden the 

conceptual scope of the role of advertising in society, these theoretical lenses simultaneously 

provide greater understanding of both institutional influences upon, and societal power 

struggles manifested through, advertising practices. This theory synthesis and adaptation 

enables us to contribute our original conceptualization of the recursive nature of advertising, 

as we uncover dynamic influences on advertising creative decision-making in a market system. 

The third conceptual methodological approach of modelling yields the four propositions of our 

findings: (1) Societal discourses provide legitimacy for renewed market logics and advertising 

practices. (2) The moral conscience of new entrants to the profession mobilizes change. (3) 

Collective consumer opinion puts pressure on organizations to change institutional logics and 

practices. (4) Salient gender progressive advertising has influenced the disruption of gender 

portrayal market logics. These comprise our conceptualization of the influences on marketing 

and advertising practitioners at market meso-level that have resulted in the emergence of 

gender progressive logics and practices. Arising from our propositions, our findings also show 

that emergence of these renewed logics relies on professional actors’ cognizance that 

advertising has a distinct capacity to influence institutional and market transformation on social 

equality issues. 
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Literature review 

 

We now provide an outline of the theoretical background of the study comprising a 

review of the relevant literature on market system dynamics and institutional logics. We also 

include a concise review of studies of gender stereotyping in advertising to explain the 

significance of gendered logics in advertising practice. 

 

Market system dynamics 

During the last decade, a thriving stream of research in the marketing academy sees 

markets as constituted of complex social and cultural systems and takes as its subject matter, 

the ways that market actors and institutions actively shape (and are shaped by) them (e.g. Baker 

and Nenonen, 2020; Dolbec and Fischer, 2015; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017; Kjellberg and Olsen, 

2017). In accounting for evolution and change, examination of MSD (Giesler, 2008) entails the 

unpacking of inter-dependent processes involving institutionalized practices, beliefs and 

expectations. This approach departs from the neoclassical economics view of the firm and 

market as separate, dyadic entities, where much of the aim of marketing is to develop a 

responsive understanding of the market in order to profit from it. Thus, the study of the nature 

of shared, iterative and recursive activities of market actors at various institutional levels allows 

greater insights to be generated (Baker et al., 2019). Giesler and Fischer (2017) set out how the 

MSD field of research addresses three problematic biases that exist in previous marketing 

literature. First, by examining consumer–producer interactions, it is able to reduce the emphasis 

on how consumers and producers variously interact in markets and consider rather, who and 

what shapes market interactions. Second, an analysis of actors, institutions and culture 

centralizes theorizing on macro- and market-level structures, instead of the previous focus on 
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micro-level concerns, and considers the co-constitutive relationships that exist between levels. 

Third, to address the bias towards assessing variance between dependent and independent 

variables in marketing scholarship, MSD focuses on change and development in markets. 

The MSD approach recognizes that it is not only firms that are able to shape and change 

markets; consumers and other market actors can also do so. In general, studies in MSD have to 

date, primarily taken either a micro-level practice or system-level view (Baker and Nenonen, 

2020). Micro-level practice research investigates the role of consumers in shaping markets. 

This includes the institutional work that consumers do to shift market dynamics and, in the 

main, it considers the consumer–firm interactions that result in market transformation. For 

example, consumers are able to work to change cultural and social norms thereby taking on the 

role of institutional entrepreneurs (Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013), developing new institutional 

logics (Dolbec and Fischer, 2015; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017) or change markets and institutions 

through collective acts of consumption (Ghaffari et al., 2019). Kjeldgaard et al. (2017) describe 

how a formally organized consumer association and beer enthusiasts worked together to change 

the competitive landscape in the market and hence took an institutional role themselves. In 

many studies, the consumers’ role is theorized as that of market activist (Baker et al., 2019; 

Dolbec and Fischer, 2015; Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013; Thompson and Coskuner-Balli, 2007). 

As discontented market actors, consumers are able to work collectively to change institutions 

through resistance to existing norms and market practices. They have been found to be agentic, 

strategic and purposeful in efforts to disrupt the market and even effect field-level change 

(Kjeldgaard et al., 2017; Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013). Further, consumers are able to leverage 

the success of social movements and the engagement of consumers with such activism provides 

them with the coordination and power to put pressure on firms and organizations (King and 

Pearce, 2010; Rao, 2008). 
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In contrast to the micro-level approach, system-level research examines multiple 

groups of market actors in the same study in order to provide a comprehensive perspective on 

market system processes and arrangements and delineate the work undertaken by actors 

towards market shaping and transformation (Baker and Nenonen, 2020; Ertekin and Atik, 

2020; Nenonen et al., 2019). Nenonen et al. (2019) examine multiple stakeholders across 

institutional and organizational fields to identify triggering capabilities that create stakeholder 

linkages in the market system and facilitating capabilities that enable market shaping. 

Correspondingly, Ertekin and Atik (2020) outline constituents of change towards a sustainable 

fashion market system. They outline the roles of different groups of market actors within the 

system and demonstrate their motives and practices towards influencing market 

transformation. In this research, crises and tragic events, luxury fashion brands, big fashion 

brands and retailers, designers, fashion associations and organizations, and consumers are seen 

as change agent constituents of the market system. 

While both micro-level practice and system-level research acknowledges the influence 

of institutions and the importance of actor interplay in market change, there is less 

understanding of market dynamics at market meso-level (with some exceptions, e.g. Baker and 

Nenonen, 2019; Ertekin et al., 2020; Hartman and Coslor, 2019; Kjellberg and Olson, 2017), 

and it is here that we situate our focus. Little research in MSD has foregrounded the role of the 

market meso-level, for example, via advertising and marketing communications, in triggering 

market shaping and change (Nenonen et al., 2019). This is an important gap to fill when 

acknowledging the inherent idea that marketing and advertising forms part of the societal and 

cultural landscape. Despite the latter being well-established in advertising literature (e.g. 

Dávila, 2012; Leiss et al., 2018; Smith Maguire, 2010), there is a paucity of scholarly research 

that draws on MSD and institutional theory to explain advertising professional practice 
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(Coleman et al., 2020; Tuncay Zayer and Coleman, 2015), and we synthesize these analytical 

lenses to assist with the development of new insights. 

 

Market systems as institutions 

Interrelations contribute significantly to the constitution of the social systems of 

markets. As institutions themselves, market systems provide stability and meaning to social 

actors within them. Viewing a market system as an institution, comprised of a set of social 

positions leads to a greater understanding of its distinctive use of shared resources and common 

outputs. As a synergistic process, the navigation and optimization of these resources and 

outputs gradually becomes established via struggles for accepted practices undertaken by 

market actors (Fligstein and McAdam, 2012). As institutional fields, market systems may be 

characterized by ongoing contestation between dominant market incumbents and less 

privileged challengers who would ordinarily wield less influence over their operation (Fligstein 

and McAdam, 2012). 

By undertaking institutional work in the market system, collective actors are able to 

either create, maintain or disrupt practices that are considered legitimate; however, actor 

agency is a necessary precursor for institutional work that successfully challenges this 

legitimacy (Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010). When they feel the need to create or transform 

practices and arrangements, market actors’ success is dependent upon both their social position 

and their networks within the market system. Budding institutional entrepreneurs gain access 

to social and cultural capital in these extended networks in support of their discontent with 

existing market arrangements (Battilana et al., 2009). In particular, those actors that are deeply 

embedded within the market system have the ability to bring about change within institutions 

and can therefore be pivotal in effecting reform (Laud et al., 2015). As such, institutional 
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entrepreneurs may be able to take the lead in reshaping markets to realize their own interests, 

and this may be the catalyst for change (Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013). 

Disruptive boundary work, at the interstice between groups in a market system is a 

necessary (but not sufficient) condition for institutional transformation (Zietsma and Lawrence, 

2010). More directly, it is the existence of agentic boundary actors with the capacity to 

undertake work that will contribute to market change. To highlight, an account of how wine 

promoters negotiated devices and narratives on the theme of provenance in the market system, 

at the interfaces between firms and between firms and customers is provided by Smith Maguire 

(2010). As they come together to address desired institutional change and consolidate 

alternative institutional logics, networked groups with common goals, already embedded in the 

field, are better able to overcome the constraints of existing dominant logics. At this granular 

level, shared social and moral emotions are particularly significant in leveraging the required 

commitment and engagement to facilitate the construction of new logics (Fan and Zietsma, 

2017). Accordingly, as embedded market actors, the affective capabilities and cultural capital 

of advertising and marketing practitioners on gender portrayals in advertising are valuable 

assets in market transformation. 

 

Market system dynamics and the emergence of renewed institutional logics and practices 

An important method of unpacking MSD and market change in extant research has been 

via the analysis of multiple institutional logics. Institutional logics are organizing patterns that 

are underpinned by symbolic and meaningful constructions of social reality available for 

organizations and individuals to elaborate (Friedland and Alford, 1991). They represent 

understanding in the market system of goals and how to pursue them, providing the rationale 

for practices that are considered legitimate. There are two clear approaches to the examination 
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of logics in the MSD literature. One approach is to look at logics as semantic categories, from 

a cultural, historical, emergent perspective, employing, for example, discourse, narrative or 

semiotic analysis (Ertimur and Coskuner-Balli, 2015; Hartman and Coslor, 2019; Humphreys, 

2010; Zanette and Scaraboto, 2019). Ertimur and Coskuner-Balli (2015) examined the 

evolution and competitive dynamics of the US yoga market over 30 years and illustrated the 

coexistence of spirituality, medical, fitness and commercial logics. While Hartman and Coslor 

(2019) identified message framing strategies used in advertising for commercial egg donation 

that drew from the opposing rhetoric and logics of gift giving, altruism and human egg 

commodification. 

A second approach to the examination of logics sets out to identify institutional 

processes that lead to the development of new logics (Baker et al., 2019; Dolbec and Fischer, 

2015; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017; Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013). These processes are based on the 

premise that the emergence of renewed logics is usually characterized by a form of 

contestation, and often by the co-existence of multiple opposing logics, against a backdrop of 

market-level pressures leading to the change. Market evolution and change is inherently 

brought about by renewed institutional logics that drive institutional actors to carry out market 

shaping activities, either intentionally or otherwise. Evolution is fundamentally driven by shifts 

in macro-, market- and micro-level factors and accompanying market shaping efforts of market 

actors that, in varying degrees of coalescence, can lead to disruption in the market system to a 

tipping point and an emergence of renewed logics (Nenonen et al., 2019). Emergent logics can 

be based on various factors shifting in combination, including, challenges to belief systems; 

changing sociocultural expectations; the political work of market actors (Baker et al., 2019); 

developing business models or bases for competition (Hartman and Coslor, 2019; Kjeldgaard 

et al., 2017); collective institutional work of discontented market actors (Dolbec and Fischer, 

2015; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017; Regany et al., 2021); or groups of market actors gaining access 
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to mobilizing institutional logics via novel interactions (Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013; 

Thompson-Whiteside and Turnbull, 2021; Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010). We add interest in 

the market system dynamics operating upon meso-level professional advertising actors that 

result in transformed logics and practices, as we set out to reveal the significance of 

mechanisms related to the institutional role of advertising in society and culture. 

 

The gendered institutional logics of advertising 

In field-level institutional logic, instantly recognizable ‘ritual displays’ of gender have 

long continued to been seen as a ‘safe solution’ by advertising creative practitioners as a 

method of simplifying communication in short timeframes (Windels, 2016). A wealth of 

studies affirm that the homemaker/housewife, sexual object and decorative/object of beauty 

are the key female stereotypes used, with women rarely featured in sporting roles or at work 

(e.g. Matthes et al., 2016). Advertising practitioners have been found to vary in the extent to 

which they recognize gendered images can negatively impact audiences, but have faced 

pressure to maintain their use from a range of marketplace actors, including brand clients, 

media agents, colleagues and other industry professionals (Tuncay Zayer and Coleman, 2015). 

Scholars have highlighted the distinctly gendered institutional dynamics at the heart of the 

advertising industry in accounting for the historical stickiness of these gendered logics and 

practices (Maclaran and Catterall, 2000). 

Although a small longitudinal decrease in stereotyping, mirroring gender-related 

developments in society, has been identified (Eisend, 2010), extensive academic research over 

several decades has consistently found stereotyping to be prevalent across cultures, with 

females appearing as stereotyped more often than males (e.g. Eisend, 2010; Furnham and Mak, 

1999; Wolin, 2003). As a function of male hegemony, the prevalence of stereotyping in 
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advertising places women in inferior roles to men. This is a significant cause for concern 

because advertising is considered to have the power to influence society and shape cultural 

meaning (Dávila, 2012; Eisend, 2019; Smith Maguire, 2010), thus perpetuating the ‘wicked 

problem’ of gender inequality in society, and leading to harm to individuals (McConnell, 

2018). The media has an impact on an array of users’ perceptions, attitudes and behaviour. As 

well as contributing directly to brand-related attitudes and behaviour of consumers, mediatized 

advertising has an impact on non-brand-related and social effects (Eisend, 2019). In this 

manner, advertising portrayals can place pressure on individuals to conform to limiting gender 

stereotypes. Therefore, narrowly defined depictions of gender play a role in the social 

construction of gender identity and have the potential to cause harm through restriction of 

people’s choices, aspirations and opportunities.  

Even more troubling, are the dangers associated with portrayals featuring 

objectification, inappropriate sexualization and unhealthily thin or unattainable body images 

(Middleton et al., 2020). ‘Thin ideal’ advertising imagery can cause women and girls, in 

particular, to internalize expectations about body image resulting in body dissatisfaction, which 

represents a high-risk factor for several forms of psychological dysfunction, including eating 

disorders, dietary restraint, depressive symptoms and body-focussed anxiety (Grabe et al., 

2008). Of additional grave concern, is the indication from numerable studies that female sexual 

objectification in advertising is directly associated with a range of pernicious consequences. 

These include greater support of sexist beliefs and of adversarial sexual beliefs, normalization 

of male sexual aggression and violence towards women, increased male acceptance of rape 

myths and self-reported rape likelihood. Further, exposure to this content leads both women 

and men to have a diminished view of women’s competence, morality and humanity (Gurrieri 

et al., 2016; Vance et al., 2015; Ward, 2016).  



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

120 
  

While extant advertising research (Dávila, 2012; Eisend, 2019; Eisend, 2010; Frith and 

Mueller, 2010; Leiss et al., 2018; Pollay, 1986; Smith Maguire, 2010) has been no-doubt 

invaluable in drawing attention to advertising, societal and cultural meaning as shared and 

iterative, this body of work does not elucidate the recursive nature of this interaction. In other 

words, an appreciation that multilateral market factors shape advertising creative practice and 

this is at once, a response to the market and an influence upon it, and vice versa. This vantage 

point motivates our interest in the use of MSD and institutional theory to uncover the 

determinants of emerging alternative logics and practices in relation to the portrayal of gender 

in advertising, greater understanding of which may assist in furthering market change for the 

better. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

Research approach and data collection 

Given the exploratory nature of the study, and in line with existing empirical 

examinations of market shaping (e.g. Nenonen et al., 2019), we employed a qualitative 

methodology (Belk and Sobh, 2019). Interviews lasting up to 60 minutes were undertaken face-

to-face and via telephone with marketing and advertising industry practitioners to gauge 

understanding of the drivers of change in their practices on gender portrayals in advertising. 

An interview guide was used and participants were asked a number of exploratory questions 

(see Appendix 3 for interview topic list). In attempting to understand the essence of the 

organizational experience, this approach sought to gather informants’ own constructions of 

knowledge and decision-making processes. The development of conceptual findings and 
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presentation of the data was based upon the Gioia methodology for building grounded theory 

(Gioia et al., 2013), supplemented by a priori thematic analysis of key elements of institutional 

theory. 

 

The sample 

We interviewed advertising and marketing practitioners from different countries, from 

different sectors of the industry and at various levels of seniority. This expert sample allowed 

us to study the phenomenon of theoretical interest from reflective accounts of current practice 

(Maclean et al., 2014). It was not the intention to specifically recruit professionals who had 

been directly involved in gender equality campaigns, but rather that they were simply 

experienced advertising and marketing professionals with responsibility for advertising. To 

find such a sample, the researchers used a snowball sampling technique, which started with 

initial recruitment of participants at the International Festival of Creativity, Cannes. The 

researchers then asked initial participants to recommend other practitioners as respondents for 

the study. In total, 20 interviews were undertaken in English with advertising and marketing 

practitioners (see Appendix 4 for participant profiles). 

  

Data analysis 

The data were analysed using Gioia et al.’s (2013) three-stage process for grounded 

theory development, which identifies first-order data themes, second-order themes and 

aggregate dimensions. The first-order data themes were identified from reading the interview 

transcripts and listening to the tape recordings, allowing key conceptual ideas and themes to 

emerge from the participants own words. Once prominent data excerpts had been identified, 
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we coded these for key elements of institutional theory as a priori themes. This assisted in 

accelerating the initial coding phase of analysis and ensured that themes already given 

prominence in the literature were included (Maxwell, 2021). Next, we began to look for 

similarities and differences between the first-order concepts, discussing the interrelated nature 

of each first-order concept, and thus enhancing the development of new theoretical insights. 

The first-order concepts were then organized into broader conceptual categories to inform a set 

of original second-order themes and finally, the aggregate dimensions that represented the four 

conceptual propositions of our findings (see Appendix 5). Intercoder checks were undertaken 

to ensure reliability (Krippendorff, 2009). 

 

 

Findings 

 

The reshaping of advertising gender portrayal logics 

 

Here we provide a detailed description of our findings and our derived 

conceptualization of the influences on marketing and advertising practitioners at market meso-

level resulting in the emergence of gender progressive logics and practices. Our theorizing 

suggests four main propositions that we outline below. 

 

Societal discourses provide legitimacy for renewed market logics and advertising practices 

Many of our participants referred to the prevalence of emerging fourth-wave feminist 

social discourses (Maclaran, 2015; Rubery, 2019) in assuring the viability of empowered or 
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progressive gender portrayals. They perceived recent shifts in public discourse towards 

widespread support for gender equality market logics. These logics serve not only to reject 

previous practices associated with gender stereotyping in advertising but form part of an active 

agenda to frame advertising as having the capacity to undo the very harm it previously 

perpetrated. Our informants provided insights on the shaping role of advertising in markets and 

its recursive character in market systems (Baker et al., 2019). They explained that because 

advertising both reflects and influences ideological shifts in social discourse over time, it is 

incumbent upon them as practitioners to ensure that their work for brands represents 

burgeoning values and developing norms in society. 

We were ahead of the game. Women’s rights issues have been there for donkey’s years. 

All the work they [feminists] did enabled us to have more of a say in those environments. People 

in the industry were still doing it back then, whereas now people talk about it. There is more 

of a discussion around it in society, and we have played a part in that. (Victoria, Creative 

Strategist) 

New pressures arising from shifts in public opinion and within wider public institutions, 

in support of gender equality, for example, the wider media, have undermined existing logics, 

prompting increased legitimacy for a similar shift within advertising institutions. Hence, as 

professional actors within a market system, they must update their practices based on new 

information on institutional conditions. 

 This is part of a trajectory, where advertising constantly pushes the boundaries in 

society in order to be creative. In the early to late 90 s it was more about being risque´ with 

sexually explicit imagery and shock appeals. Now, the rejection of the standard is fashionable; 

being socially-conscious, being ‘woke’ [byword for social awareness, Miriam-Webster, 2017]. 

(Nicole, Global Head of Creative Insights) 
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The moral conscience of new entrants to the profession mobilizes change.  

Our participants reported the discernible influence of the influx to the industry of 

women in marketing roles in general (Maclaran and Catteral, 2000), in higher levels of the 

seniority and in creative roles in advertising. Strength in numbers, combined with personally 

relevant understanding of the nature and effects of gender stereotyping, contributes to wide-

reaching awareness in the marketing profession of the need to reshape advertising portrayals. 

A shift in the balance of gender representation in industry roles has coupled with the emerging 

needs of customers and societal stakeholders for social justice in the marketplace to mobilize 

change. As embedded professional actors, the affective capabilities and cultural capital of 

advertising practitioners (Fan and Zietsma, 2017; Smith Maguire, 2010) are valuable resources 

for the redefining of institutional practices and market logics and, as one of our elite informants, 

reported. 

Having representative staff is very important. Our agency has a selective female policy, 

which has worked really well for diverse representations in our work and the success of our 

campaigns. We’ve developed highly creative, stirring campaigns because our people are 

passionate, and have the desire and confidence to be brave. (Rachel, Advertising Agency 

President) 

In alignment with the influence of public discourses, a cultural zeitgeist that espouses 

equality and diversity also seems to have particularly influenced younger people in the 

advertising industry (Pew Research Centre, 2019). Many of our interviewees pointed out that 

younger, entry-level staff have an enhanced proclivity to support social justice issues, such as 

gender equality. 

I think it goes back to the influence of the new generation of people coming into the 

industry; the new talent. They have cultural reference points, which dictate how they think, and 
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how they work. There are now clear ideas about what is, and what isn’t acceptable. (David, 

Global Marketing Director) 

The reshaping of gender portrayal logics has been dependent upon the affirmation of 

the personal, ethical beliefs of embedded actors within both the broader market system, and the 

organizations to which they belong. There was a sense that many felt they were duty-bound to 

disrupt institutional logics and transform normative portrayals of women in advertising beyond 

stereotypical presentations. As such, they had been able to take direct action as individual 

practitioners based on their own ethical beliefs. Some examples given for this direct action in 

practice included challenging the proposed use of an unnecessarily sexualized ad campaign in 

a mixed- gender creative team and ensuring that a range of body types was included in a lingerie 

brand campaign. Practitioners emphasized that such reluctance to use gender stereotypes in the 

work they are personally responsible for, however, is part of a general industrywide awareness 

of the need to reduce their use. Nearly all participants explained that their organizations had, 

in recent years developed procedures to support the development of a new logic of gender 

equitability in advertising portrayals, for example, with training courses or policies to screen 

advertising content before it is released. 

At our agency, the diversity-call is built into our brief. Every single project has to look 

at how the creative idea can reflect the world that we live in and respect the people in it. There 

are some projects where we need to show a particularly strong woman because she is our 

audience, but in general, inclusivity is our modus operandi now. (Scarlett, Global Lead: 

Creativity, Talent and Strategic Operations) 

Accessing the institutional work of advertising industry political campaigning groups 

has also proved influential in ensuring the viability of progressive gender portrayals. The 

ideological stance voiced by these organized groups, as well as the gravitas they provide has 
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given marketing professionals confidence and courage to break free from the constraining 

gender portrayal logics that have maintained stereotyped depictions in the past. 

Activism is happening. There is fringe representation. The work that the [United 

Nations] UNStereotype Alliance and FQ [Female Quotient] are doing helps. Especially in mid-

level roles, when they’re just trying to learn the ropes, emulate superiors, it gives them more 

willingness to move away from ‘this is what we do’, ‘this is what has always worked’. (Amal, 

Agency Founder) 

 

Collective consumer opinion puts pressure on organizations to change institutional logics 

and practices 

Our interviewees demonstrated an acute awareness of censorious consumer 

conversations around female portrayals in advertising, as part of wider discourses about gender 

and diversity. They were aware that advertising that depicts brands’ support of female 

empowerment and equality allows consumers to align themselves to the gender equality social 

movement within the act of consumption. As Miranda (Head of Governance, Planning and 

Content) explained, 

Companies are being held to account even further these days. The idea of brands being 

responsible has gained traction and gives these kinds of [gender progressive] advertising 

campaigns even more impact. In the past brands weren’t expected to play this role. 

An overriding theme in our data was that advertisers and marketers are very cautious, 

and indeed, fearful of releasing content that could be perceived as offensive, based on 

inequitable stereotyping. Participants referred to the power of social media in driving the 

strategic value of progressive portrayals of gender in advertising. 
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There is a shift in power balance towards customers. ‘Other’ voices that were weaker 

in the past are now being heard in the discussion, this is partly consumers on Twitter or 

Facebook. (Nicole, Global Head of Creative Insights) 

Social media has allowed consumers to create their own public content, which can be 

used to challenge and respond to elites, leaders and organizations. We find that towards 

contributing to the development of new market logics, it provides a channel for the 

amplification and organization of consumer discontent. Our informants were very aware that 

if consumers perceive offensive gender portrayals on the part of advertisers or brands, they 

have a forum to make direct public complaints to the business and to one another, galvanizing 

the spread of such discontent. Therefore, as brands rely heavily on building consumer trust and 

affinity, any voiced and visible consumer displeasure with organizational practices, especially 

on issues of social justice issues, is to be avoided. 

It’s much easier for consumers to judge these days. When they spot advertising content 

that is not as responsible as it should be, they are very quick to post on social media. There 

used to be very little ability for consumers to talk back. You would have to make a huge mistake 

for something to make the national news. Today, social media doesn’t have to have a massive 

uprising for mainstream media to get a hold of something that’s wrong. I think brands are 

really keen to avoid that. (Dean, Global Head of Creative, Insights Division) 

 

Salient gender progressive advertising has influenced the disruption of gender portrayal 

market logics  

We find that marketing and advertising market actors have taken the role of institutional 

entrepreneurs to advance alternative institutional practices and disrupt logics. A demarcation 

between the high-profile campaigns undertaken by the advertising industry and the #MeToo 
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social media movement that became widely popular in 2017 was noted. These campaigns 

included This Girl Can, created in 2015 by Sport England, with the objective of celebrating 

women of all shapes, sizes, sporting abilities and backgrounds, and Procter and Gamble’s 2014 

Always Like a Girl campaign, credited for breaking stereotypes and empowering women. 

There was a clear sense of pride and purpose in the ownership of such work, and informants 

indicated that this evidenced advertising practitioners as institutional entrepreneurs and societal 

trailblazers. 

This Girl Can and Always Like a Girl were before #MeToo. I think the industry were 

ahead on gender stereotyping, and the MeToo movement came afterwards, affirming what we 

already knew. (Victoria, Creative Strategist) 

Indeed, participants highlighted the significant commercial success of previous gender 

progressive advertising campaigns as a positive feedback loop for challenger logic, allowing 

gender progressive portrayals to be framed as a valuable market proposition. As Dean stated, 

Everyone talks about Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty. They were ahead of the curve 

with their accurate representations of women, understanding different perceptions of beauty, 

and showing a more representative cross-section of women in their advertising. That’s 

continued across other brands’ advertising. (Dean, Global Head of Creative, Insights Division) 

In this sense, we identify the initiation of a mimetic process (Scott, 2001), whereby the 

trail-blazing, entrepreneurial activities of organizational actors in the field serves as a ‘green 

light’ to other field-level actors to follow suit. The salience and success of previous ground-

breaking advertising campaigns and their ability to engage consumer audiences has furthered 

the market legitimation of renewed gender portrayal logics. While multiple logics have 

coexisted on portrayals of gender in advertising, the success of previous campaigns has framed 

equitable portrayals as sanctioned and indeed, sought, by advertising audiences. In the process 
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of disrupting inertia and renegotiating existing institutional logics they have spurred multiple 

institutional actors to move toward a common new goal. 

Such purposeful institutional work sits as the boundaries between organizational and 

cultural fields and we submit that the prominent media locale of advertising serves to redouble 

such effects. Through emotional, passionate storytelling on gender equality issues, value has 

accrued to brands that have used advertising to traverse emergent market system logics, via the 

building of audience connection and affinity. Nevertheless, our participants reported that the 

nature of such advertising appears to represent a higher moral purpose that further legitimizes 

the transformation of organizational logics and practices, as follows. 

Brands need to be just ahead of the curve. When you think about what was happening 

only 6 months ago, now we have to be even better, we have to look even further. In the 

advertising industry we are sensing a new requirement of what brands and organizations need 

to be and do. (Michael, Lead Creative Strategist) 

As such, in contrast to the conceptualization that marketing acts in a ‘sense and respond’ 

manner, we detected the emergence a new normative role for advertising. One where 

professional actors are increasingly adopting a ‘recognise and challenge’ approach with a clear 

aim to change both institutional logics within the advertising field and those in society. 

Accordingly, our informants demonstrated their awareness of the recursive nature of 

advertising, and that it both responds to, and informs market and societal discourses. In 

transforming their own institutional logics, these actors are positioned to drive societal change 

and values. By providing mass media imagery of women as empowered and equal to men, 

professional actors recognize that advertising is capable of leading societal change for the 

better. 
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Discussion and conclusions 

 

Our research has focused on identifying the interrelated influences driving change 

within gender stereotyping in advertising portrayals. In addressing our research aims, we 

approached with a view of the market as a complex, dynamic system comprising relational 

processes (Giesler, 2008). We considered institutional disruption at market meso-level that has 

resulted in the reshaping of creative decision-making of advertising practitioners. Given our 

aims, this study makes three key contributions. Firstly, we show that the emergence of gender 

progressive logics relies on professional actors’ cognizance that advertising has a distinct 

capacity to influence institutional and market transformation on social equality issues. 

Secondly, our theorizing reveals the recursive nature of advertising, as we uncover dynamic 

influences on advertising creative decision-making in a market system. Thirdly, we provide 

four propositions that represent the influences on advertising practitioners at market meso-level 

resulting in the emergence of gender progressive logics and practices in advertising. We now 

situate the contributions of our research in the extant literature and discuss our theoretical 

implications. 

For decades, advertising has been criticized for its persistent use of gender stereotypes 

(e.g. Eisend 2019, 2010; Furnham and Mak, 1999; Gentry and Harrison, 2010; Wolin 2003). 

However, our research supports recent studies that report a groundswell in change and a 

welcome decline in this engrained practice (Åkestam, 2017; Champlin et al., 2019; Eisend, 

2019; Hsu, 2018; Sobande, 2019). We show how, alongside ongoing changes in the market, 

advertising institutions have undergone change. We identify revised institutional logics and 

practices on equitable portrayals of gender and suggest an emergent role for advertising. One 

in which professional actors within the field are more cognizant of both the capacity, and the 

responsibility, of advertising to influence social norms on equality and diversity issues. This 
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relates to a new more widely held recognition on the part of practitioners that advertising has 

a clear social justice responsibility. In particular, our sample of informants were very mindful 

that individuals and society can suffer negative outcomes as a result of gendered images 

portrayed in advertising. They displayed moral reasoning and a sense of social obligation 

(Scott, 2001), indicating the presence of the normative pillar to support an institutional logic 

of preventing harm through the use of gender stereotyping.  

We extend previous advertising research on gender stereotyping professional practice 

(Coleman et al., 2020; Middleton et al., 2020; Shao et al., 2014; Tuncay Zayer and Coleman, 

2015; Windels, 2016) that has shown that although advertising professionals may vary in the 

extent to which they perceived that gendered messages can be problematic, some question the 

morality of stereotypic portrayals (Tuncay Zayer and Coleman, 2015). However, while prior 

research demonstrated that societal discourses and institutional forces prevented practitioners 

from taking action to change their practices, in comparison, our participants displayed a 

prevalent and overwhelming distain for gender stereotyping. Therefore, in adding to 

burgeoning advertising research on progressive portrayals of gender (Åkestam, 2017; 

Champlin et al., 2019; Eisend, 2019; Hsu, 2018), our study shows the influences upon the 

meso-level in support of transformation of gender portrayals in advertising in a dynamic market 

system (Coleman et al., 2020). 

We complement extant research that illuminates the liminal role of advertising 

agencies, as they undertake disruptive cultural and social actions at the boundaries of 

production and consumption (Cook, 2001; Dávila, 2012; Eisend, 2010; Leiss et al., 2018; 

Pollay, 1986; Smith Maguire, 2010), but our utilization of the MSD concept has allowed us to 

further uncover the interrelated, recursive nature of advertising creative practices and social 

discourses. Advertising has the capacity to transform society as it constructs and imposes 

culturally desirable meanings (Zhao and Belk, 2008). This article highlights the cyclical quality 



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

132 
  

of this process in our explanation of how advertising creative practice is informed by emergent 

notions of legitimacy emanating from the market system, while cumulatively driving notions 

of legitimacy in the market system in parallel. Drawing on MSD research that has shown that 

those intent upon market shaping must engage in shared, iterative and recursive processes with 

other actors to establish new market logics and practices (Baker et al., 2019; Dolbec and 

Fischer, 2015; Ertekin and Atik, 2020; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017; Regany et al., 2021; Zanette 

and Scaraboto, 2019), we extend insights on the role of advertising in market shaping (Nenonen 

et al., 2019; Zhao and Belk, 2008). As such, our research identifies that the cultural visibility 

of advertising has served to magnify trailblazing advertising campaigns that have promoted 

gender justice ideals, to the extent that this has expedited the rate of change in the market 

system, and therefore, society. 

The utilization of the lens of institutional theory in our analysis has permitted a broad 

consideration of how change in institutions may be linked to the market system and vice versa. 

Previous research in organizational theory has advanced understanding of how institutional 

logics and practices may be undermined (Battilana et al., 2009; Fan and Zietsma, 2017; 

Friedland and Alford, 1991) as a result of disruptive work taken by actors who seek to challenge 

the status quo (Fligstein and McAdam, 2012; Laud et al., 2015; Scott, 2001; Zietsma and 

Lawrence, 2010), as well as the influence of social movements upon market change (King and 

Pearce, 2010; Rao et al., 2008). Therefore, we extend understanding about the extant market 

system conditions that may tip challenger efforts into the lasting adoption of new institutional 

logics and practices (Micelotta et al., 2017; Nenonen et al., 2019). Accordingly, our synthesis 

of institutional theory and the MSD concept, coupled with examination of renewed advertising 

gender stereotyping logics and practices, permits the influences of evolving downstream 

market consumer needs and upstream market societal discourses to be recognized, as well as 

influences at the market meso-level. Such an approach encompasses the complex dynamics 
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between consumers and organizations in social context (Chaney et al., 2016; Dolbec and 

Fischer, 2015; Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013). Our analysis reveals institutional and market 

transformation derived from both business performance and meaning-making processes in the 

consumption of advertising, as well as the shaping role of advertising itself. In assembling these 

various vantage points, our research offers further understanding of how contentious market 

logics gain permanence under a wider circle of influence. 

Our study brings to light profound implications for advertising practice in focusing 

attention on its promise to influence social justice, and thereby contributes to burgeoning 

research on marketing for social transformation (Hein et al., 2016; Hult, 2011; Nenonen et al., 

2019; Nolan and Varey, 2014). By pointing to the emerging value of gender progressive logics 

within the broad market system, we suggest there are clear business reasons for advertisers and 

brands to use such egalitarian and counter-stereotypical depictions. In this vein, our informants 

commented that they believed regulation had only a small influence on their emergent revised 

practices. Notwithstanding, in the United Kingdom, the Advertising Standards Authority have 

issued a new code of practice allowing advertising that features harmful gender stereotypes to 

be banned (ASA, 2019). While in the United States, the Association of National Advertisers 

offer a gender equality screening metric and training to its members to assist them with 

developing respectful, appropriate, positive depictions of women and girls (ANA, 2017). 

However, our informants conceived that any new regulation had followed change that was 

already in progress, rather than the other way around, thus verifying that revised logics and 

practices are the result of a range of market pressures. Nevertheless, the vital need to combat 

stereotypes cultivated in advertising calls for a unified and serious approach from the various 

regulatory bodies across the globe.  

We emphasize that advertising has made a significant contribution to legitimizing 

cultural heterogeneity, and as such, our data demonstrates that being ‘woke’ has become ‘cool’. 



How advertising got ‘woke’ 

 

134 
  

By framing empowered and progressive images of women as positive, advertising is able to 

promote gender equality as a wider idea in society, which in turn, enhances the ability of 

women to embrace themselves as valuable. With the intention of contributing to scholarly and 

industry conversations and action on responsible advertising to reduce distorted stereotyped 

representations, we propose that there is distinct opportunity to build on the strength and might 

of advertising to portray positive, inclusive representations of other marginalized groups in 

society, for example, based on race, age, sexuality, disability or those living in poverty. 

However, despite the usefulness of counter-stereotypical advertising depictions in signalling a 

brand as concerned with inequality and social justice, stereotypes in advertising have been far 

from eliminated. We agree with Sobande (2019) that there are manifold intricacies and 

subtleties involved in skewed marketplace representations of gender, and indeed other 

intersectional issues of marginalization, that still need to be untangled. Further, continued 

tensions between neo-liberalism and post-modernism in the market suggest that gender 

equality market logics may not always be to the advantage of women. While the neoliberal 

approach emphasizes the legitimacy of the market as a context for individual exploration and 

identification with the world (Fitchett et al., 2014), a post-modern approach seeks to expose 

embedded power relationships in the market, taking a more holistic sociocultural view of 

consumer value creation (Cova et al., 2013). In this respect, the ongoing dominance of neo-

liberalist ideas of the marketplace indicate the contentious nature of gender equality market 

logics. 

Finally, the limitations of our study suggest future avenues for research, for example, it 

would be valuable to analyse the detail of social interactions between various market actors at 

a more granular level. This would provide understanding about the nature of collective 

governance strategies that may result in the development and maintenance of renewed logics. 

Further research could also usefully address how market actors scan for shifting market system 
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conditions, as well as broaden insights by considering the system-level influences upon a wide 

range of stakeholders, for example, media owners, activist organizations, policymakers and 

regulators. Future studies could also examine market shaping efforts within specific country 

contexts to better understand how advertising gender portrayal logics and practices may be 

changing. For example, UN Women, the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and 

Women’s Empowerment, has launched the Unstereotype Alliance in the United Arab Emirates 

with the aim of eradicating harmful gender- based stereotypes in all advertising content in the 

country (Serrano, 2020). It would be valuable to undertake a longitudinal study to assess the 

impact of the work of a boundary organization of this type over time. Such research may also 

present the opportunity to understand more about how advertising actors revise their role within 

society and the new institutional arrangements that emerge to support revised logics and 

practices. 
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Conclusions of the thesis  
 

The overarching statement concludes with a discussion linked to the outcomes and 

contributions of the research, followed by an analysis of the limitations of the methodology. 

The future research agenda is set out, followed by an outline of the dissemination of the 

research, including media coverage and impact. The conclusion of the thesis is drawn from the 

outcomes and contributions that arise from the four research questions examined in the four 

papers. (See Figure 2.)  

 

Research question 1. What is the nature of the influences upon cross-cultural variation in 

female gender role stereotypes in advertising around the world? 

In considering this question, the thesis concludes that an emic, critical praxis approach 

to future research is required in order to both scope and understand the problem of gender 

stereotyping in advertising within countrywide contexts (Morris et al., 1999; Steinfield, 2019;), 

and would represent a departure from the prevailing etic approach that has dominated prior 

research on the topic (Eisend, 2010; Grau and Zotos, 2016;). The literature review adopted in 

Paper 1 identified that previous research has not been able to isolate predictable, measurable 

influences on gendered advertising content that follow from sociocultural measures of gender 

equality, for example Hofstede’s masculinity/ femininity cultural dimension and the Gender 

Equality Index (Matthes et al., 2016; Nelson and Paek, 2005; Paek et al., 2011).  Towards such 

an aim and in considering the view that influences on gender role portrayal in advertising are 

likely to stem from an accumulation of often idiosyncratic regional sociocultural, historical, 

political factors that shape gender dynamics (Inglehart and Norris, 2003), the exploratory 
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research approach utilised in Paper 2 resulted in detailed understanding of cultural themes and 

patterns particular to Brazilian advertising. 

 

Research question 2. How are mental models and institutional logics of female gender role 

portrayal in advertising shifting? 

For decades, advertising has been criticized for its persistent use of gender stereotypes 

(e.g. Eisend, 2019; Eisend, 2010; Furnham and Mak 1999; Gentry and Harrison, 2010; Wolin 

2003). However, the thesis supports recent studies that report a groundswell in change and a 

welcome decline in this engrained practice (Åkestam, 2017; Champlin et al., 2019; Eisend, 

2019; Hsu, 2018; Sobande, 2019). It delineates ongoing changes in social discourses and the 

parallel institutional work undertaken by both consumers and advertising practitioners to 

challenge the use of gender stereotypes in advertising. Thus, the compilation of papers 

concludes that market institutions are undergoing transformation towards greater recognition 

of the social responsibility of advertising. The research indicates emergent institutional logics 

and practices that support the prevention of harm to individuals and society through reducing 

the use of gender stereotyping in advertising. 

 

Research question 3. What are the market system influences operating upon professional 

advertising actors resulting in transformed market logics and practices on the portrayal of 

gender?  

The thesis advances empirical analysis of the market system influences that have led to 

emergent gender progressive advertising logics and practices. These comprise the four 
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propositions of the findings of Paper 4: (1) Societal discourses provide legitimacy for renewed 

market logics and advertising practices. (2) The moral conscience of new entrants to the 

profession mobilizes change. (3) Collective consumer opinion puts pressure on organizations 

to change institutional logics and practices. (4) Salient gender progressive advertising has 

influenced the disruption of gender portrayal market logics. Aligned with these propositions, 

the thesis foregrounds professional actors’ cognizance that advertising has a capacity to 

influence institutional and market transformation on social equality issues. 

 

Research question 4. What is the institutional role of advertising in a dynamic market 

system 

As the research and conceptualisation of the thesis developed, it highlighted that 

advertising creative practice is informed by emergent notions of legitimacy emanating from 

the market system, while in parallel cumulatively driving notions of legitimacy in the market 

system. Therefore, emergent socially progressive advertising logics and practices rely on the 

recursive interaction of advertising creative practices and social discourses. Accordingly, the 

final conclusion of this compilation of papers is that while advertising plays a significant role 

in shaping shared meaning in the market via iterative and recursive processes, it similarly has 

the capacity to transform society and its institutions. (See Figure 1.) 

 

Limitations and delimitations 

By utilising qualitative research, the thesis sought to develop research contributions 

drawn from aggregated data as inferences that could be made to wider populations (Crick, 

2021). This relied upon the purposive selection of informants with knowledge on institutional 
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logics of gender stereotyping in advertising to supply the rich data and insights required by the 

phenomenon under investigation. Such an approach entailed the subjective interpretation of 

complex plural institutional, cultural, organisational contexts in order to generate in-depth 

findings that would build theory rather than yield generalisable results (Miles and Huberman, 

1994; Suddaby, 2006). There are important advantages in qualitative research design that 

include the ability to obtain in-depth findings through human interactions with informants 

holding a wealth of relevant knowledge that will provide rich ground for theory development 

(Belk and Sobh, 2018; Creswell and Poth, 2016; Maxwell, 2021). However, it is important to 

acknowledge the disadvantages and limitations of any research design within the writing up 

process and dissemination of results in order to mitigate any drawbacks. Common criticisms 

levelled at qualitative scholars refer to small sample sizes and single-source studies (Crick, 

2021). While large data samples in quantitative research are good at evidencing the answers to 

factual questions like who, what, where, when, and how many (Belk, 2017), a deliberately 

structured and closed method of gathering data would not have yielded the detail for a 

multifaceted, intricate, critical exploration of marketplace meaning required for this thesis. 

Further, the reporting of single-source data, for example, interviews from one individual per 

organisation, can raise concerns about reliance on overly-subjective perceptions. Therefore, 

towards ensuring the trustworthiness of the qualitative research, strategies to enhance the 

credibility of findings were employed (Noble and Smith, 2015; Riege, 2003), namely, member 

checking, using multiple coders and peer review of data analysis. 
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Future research agenda and managerial implications  

 

 

The potential for advertising to adopt socially responsible, progressive practices 

relating to depictions of gender and of other marginalised groups, underpins the conceptual 

development of the compilation of papers and brings to light further avenues for research. The 

literature review paper of the thesis (Paper 1) offered suggestions for future research, and these 

are largely mirrored in the three research questions for future investigation that follow. 

 

Future Research Question 1: What are the broad market system-level influences towards 

socially equitable advertising portrayals? 

The thesis has explored marketplace interactions that have resulted in shifting logics 

and practices on equitable gender portrayals, focusing on influences upon advertising 

practitioners. Further research could broaden and consolidate insights by considering system-

level influences and interactions between a wider range of market actors for example, media 

owners, social media corporations, policymakers and regulators, as well as drawing attention 

to additional intersecting areas of disadvantage. Similar to the impact of using female 

stereotypes in advertising, narrow, stereotyped portrayals of men, the LGBTQ community, 

disabled people, and racial and ethnic groups is socially unjust and has the potential to be 

harmful to individuals and society. It would be valuable to broaden understanding of the 

systemic mechanisms that may both maintain and challenge the use of wider range stereotypes 

in advertising portrayals. By building a research trajectory that highlights the value of 

progressive logics to advertisers and brands within the broad market system, this thesis calls 

for further investigation of advertising’s potential to address institutional problems in society. 

Deepening knowledge on the role of responsible advertising in social transformation (Hein et 

al., 2016; Hult, 2011; Nenonen et al., 2019; Nolan and Varey, 2014) is likely to lead to the 
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better preparedness of marketing to resolve a variety of ethical challenges that confront the 

advertising industry in relation to consumer vulnerability, for example advertising for betting 

and gambling, short term and payday loans, and products high in fat, sugar or salt to children 

(ASA, 2021).  

 

Future Research Question 2: How can advertising be better managed for social impact? 

This thesis acknowledges that advertising that challenges stereotypes in all their forms, 

as well as taking on a broader social purpose may assist with addressing grand societal 

challenges. However, greater understanding of the factors that may mobilise such efforts is 

now required (Grodal and O’Mahony, 2017). Future research with a focus on socially-

responsible advertising management and practice would yield opportunities to address 

academic interest in management for social impact (Business Roundtable, 2019; Siemieniako 

et al., 2021). For many organisations and brands, positive, sustainable relationships with 

stakeholders and wider communities are increasingly contingent upon their ability to manage 

the social impact of their work on both people and ecology (Shobeiri et al., 2016; Wood, 2010). 

This compilation of papers adds to burgeoning understanding of the capacity of business to 

shape and influence not just the marketplace, but societal structures and consumers’ lives 

(Nenonen et al., 2019; Piacentini et al., 2019). Relatedly, the use of critical praxis (Lather, 

1986) - or critical thinking to uncover social injustices and inform practices that relate to these 

injustices – with a transformative approach (Hein et al., 2016; Steinfield et al., 2019) would 

allow future research to go much further in uncovering the systems in the advertising industry 

that perpetuate stereotyped portrayals (Piacentini et al., 2019). It is also vital to consider the 

factors that may enable advertisers to take a stand to effectively challenge societal oppression, 

particularly as the motives behind advertising with social purpose are often called into question, 

given brands’ inherent desire to sell products (Mirzaei et al., 2022; Sterbenk et al., 2021). 
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Collating a deeper understanding of how advertisers may be best placed to advocate on issues 

of social justice, as well as manage for more responsible advertising practices will assist efforts 

in advertising for social good in the future. 

 

Future Research Question 3: How might stereotypes be hidden in advertising meaning?  

Given that complex and multifaceted meaning generated by advertising is best 

conceptualised as a gestalt (Diamond et al., 2009), the further use of semiotic, rhetorical and 

critical discourse analyses in advertising research would allow the exposure of signs, systems 

and meanings that are not always immediately recognised. In this manner, closer, critical 

reading of advertising texts may expose intricate, subtle representations of power and 

vulnerability present in advertising portrayals (Sobande, 2019) and reveal important, nuanced 

elements of arising social processes that may be problematic for marginalised groups in society. 

In line with this thesis, further deconstructivist research taking portrayals that have hitherto 

been both constraining and harmful for individuals and society as subject matter, and offering 

explanations of their creation from oppressive power structures would envision new 

progressive possibilities for advertising practice. 

 

Dissemination and impact 

 

 

The overall appraisal and publication of the three studies in internationally excellent, 

and internationally recognised peer-reviewed journals in terms of originality, significance and 

rigour suggests that the compilation thesis makes a valuable contribution to knowledge. Indeed, 

the research has attracted significant worldwide media attention, demonstrating relevance to 

real-world issues. The dissemination and impact of the papers of the thesis has included 
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specialist articles written by the author, conferences, presentations and articles published in 

journalistic media. These are outlined below. 

 

• VIDEO INTERVIEW for use at University of Portsmouth Open Days, April 2022 

 

• PRESENTATION to Portsmouth Grammar School Diversity Society, Is 

Advertising Woke and Does it Matter? March 2022 

 

• PRESS RELEASE. Written by University of Portsmouth Press Office to 

accompany publication of Paper 3. 17 November 2021.  

 

This press release on Paper 3 of the thesis, resulted in at least 167 news articles and 

broadcasts including coverage in The Daily Mail, The Independent, The Sun, and Talk 

Radio. The potential reach for the coverage was over 913 million people with an 

Advertising Value Equivalent of over £151,000. (See Appendix 6.) 

 

 

• ARTICLE PUBLISHED. The Conversation: Pinterest weight loss ban shows 

brands are beginning to listen to consumers, 12 July 2021. (See Appendix 7.) 

 

This article generated 22,117 reads, 13 Twitter shares and 101 Facebook shares (to-

date).  

 

• CONFERENCE PAPER ACCEPTED. ANZMAC (Australia and New Zealand 

Marketing Academy) Conference, 2019. Exploring Regional Variation in 

Advertising Gender Stereotyping. (Thesis Paper 1.) 
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• ARTICLE PUBLISHED. The Conversation.  Why the advertising industry 

should cheer new rules on gender stereotypes, 21 July 2017. (See Appendix 8.) 

This article generated 15,757, 32 Twitter shares and 607 Facebook shares (to-date).  

 

 

• ARTICLE PUBLISHED.  Middleton, K., Turnbull, S., Howe-Walsh, L. & 

Podrigo, P. (2016) Advertising Women: A Creative Challenge. CIPD HR Bulletin 

10(1). 

 

 

• CONFERENCE PAPER PRESENTATION. ICORIA Conference, July 2016. 

Beautiful creatures: is change afoot for sexualised representations of women in 

Brazilian advertising? (Thesis Paper 2.) 
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Appendix 1 

Outline of the case advertisement  

 

     The 15-second KFC advertisement was broadcast on television in Australia for three 

weeks and was also posted on KFC Australia’s YouTube channel in February 2020. It shows 

a woman dressed in a short playsuit, check her bottom and adjust her breasts as she looks at 

her reflection in the window of a parked car. The car’s window then rolls down to show a 

mother and two young boys who are staring at the woman’s breasts. She then smiles and 

says, “Did someone say KFC?”  (Reuters, 2020) 
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Appendix 2  

Sample of stage 1 data analysis: Activists’ and incumbents’ use of rhetorical strategies  

     

A priori 

themes 

Activist rhetoric Incumbent rhetoric 

 

Logos 

rhetoric  

(logical 

appeals) 

The attitude towards women which enables bottom pinching, lecherous comments, 

and ogling, is the same attitude that enables and promotes sexual assault 

(Facebook) 

 

Naturally that's what kid boys do to their moms and grand moms. These are 

emotions of nature, not sin, or sexist. (Twitter)  

No, it’s called nature and it is the result of evolution ffs. (Twitter) 

Ethos 

rhetoric  

(moralizing) 

This is throwback primetime sexism as entertainment from KFC. So, what are we 

telling our young boys about women? (Twitter)  

 

The problems here are that we're talking about pre-teens, and that there's no 

indication whatsoever in the ad that what they're doing is wrong. (Campaign Asia)  

Wow. The fun police are out in full force. Guys will always like to look at nice 

boobs ... Sorry. (Facebook) 

While many viewers did not approve of the ad, some took to Twitter to label the ad 

"funny" and said there was no need for the company to apologise. (The Straits 

Times) 

Pathos 

rhetoric  

(emotion- 

inducing) 

 

Imagine how supporters of this distastefully heterosexist ad would work themselves 

into a lather if the boy in the front seat was ogling a man's bulge! THAT would be 

humorous. In its current state it's just not. (Twitter)  

 

Well in woke world that would never happen because: - A) The boys don’t know 

what breasts are. B) They’re still deciding if they want their own. & C) They’re 

self-identifying as a train today. (Twitter) 

On Twitter, commenters didn’t seem quite as bothered. One said: “You forgot to 

add the word [Collective Shout is]‘pathetic’...” (news.com.au) 

Kairos 

rhetoric  

(timely 

opportunity) 

The silence and tolerance predictably lead to escalation by men so inclined. 

Remember the standard you walk past is the standard you accept/promote. 

(Facebook)  

 [Marketing experts said:] “In the 1960s advertisers were blissfully unaware of the 

impacts of casual sexism and stereotypes. We now have ample evidence it’s not just 

harmless fun. It’s time for the industry to show it’s not living in the past.” 

(Franchise Business Australia) 

The puritanical scolds attacking this funny ad are the ones who should apologize. 

@kfc should stand by the ad. How is it sexist? No one is harmed or demeaned. 

Who decided that male attraction to females is sexist? (Twitter)  

 

If women don't want men to look at there [sic] chest they should keep them covered 

up. (Twitter) 
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Appendix 3 

Participant interview topic list 

 

How would you describe stereotyped gender portrayals in advertising?  

What changes, if any, have you seen in the way women/ men / gender are portrayed in 

advertising in recent years? 

Has your use of gender stereotyped portrayals in advertising changed over the years? Would 

you use them now? Why/why not? Under which conditions? What are the influences on this 

decision? 

To what extent have you used femvertising/ gender role progressive advertising? 

What drives decisions to use more progressive portrayals of gender? 

How have audience responses influenced the creative decision to include femvertising? How 

are you informed by this? 

What other factors do you consider when it comes to portrayals of gender? 
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Appendix 4  
Participant profiles 

 

 

Participant 

(pseudonym) 
Job role 

Territory 

responsibility 
Location Age 

Years in 

current 

post 

Years in 

industry 

 

Nicole Global Head of Creative Insights Global UK 49 7 26 

 

Amal Agency Founding Partner Global UK 51 4 25 

 

Rachel Advertising Agency President Global Canada 36 4 21 

 

Antony Senior Global Brand Manager Global UK 29 2 7 

 

David Global Marketing Director Global UK 34 1 11 

 

James Senior Art Director Global UK 40 3 12 

 

Victoria Creative Strategist Global UK 24 2 6 

  

Michael Lead Creative Strategist Global UK 32 2 11 

 

Scarlett 

Global Lead: Creativity, Talent, 

Strategic Operations Global UK 30 6 12 

 

Emma Account Executive  Global UK 22 2 4 

 

Peter Content Specialist  Global UK 27 3 6 

 

Grace Brand Consultant France France 52 8 28 

 

Dean 

Global Head of Creative, Insights 

Division Global Australia 47 9 24 

 

Naomi Casting Agency Director Global USA 42 4 16 

Scott 

Content Producer and Digital 

Marketer Global Canada 28 1 8 

Katie 

 

Brand Manager Europe UK 24 2 4 

Miranda 

Head of Governance, Planning and 

Content UK UK 46 12 21 

 

Jennifer Social Media Specialist UK UK 47 4 23 

Olivia 

 

Category Specialist Europe UK 23 3 6 

 

Colin Creative Strategist Global UK 23 2 5 
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Appendix 5 

Illustration of data analysis process  

First-order data themes - example quotations 

 

(Respective ‘a priori’ thematic coding of elements of institutional theory*) 

Second-order 

researcher-

originated 

themes 

Final aggregate 

dimensions - 

conceptual 

propositions 
One reason we have a big movement for equality in the marketing and advertising workforce is that it will have a positive effect on 

portrayal of women in advertising. Some of the big brands will only work with advertising agencies who have reached that equality. 

(Naomi, Casting Agency Director) 
 

(Themes from institutional theory: L, P) 

 

 

Increased 

numbers of 

women in 

advertising and 

marketing roles 

mobilises gender 

progressive 

advertising 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The moral conscience 

of new entrants to the 

profession mobilizes 

change 

 

 

Having representative staff is very important. Our agency has a selective female policy, which has worked really well in developing 

diverse representations in our work and the success of our campaigns. We’ve developed highly creative, emotionally stirring 

campaigns because our people are passionate, and have the desire and confidence to be brave. They know how to bring sensitive 

work to life. (Rachel, Advertising Agency President) 
 

(Themes from institutional theory: L, E, P) 

“Activism is happening. There is fringe representation. The work that the UNStereotype Alliance [#UNStereotype Alliance] and FQ 

[Female Quotient] are doing helps. Especially in mid-level roles, when they’re just trying to learn the ropes, emulate superiors, it 

gives them more willingness to move away from ‘this is what we do’, ‘this is what has always worked.’” (Amal, PR Agency Founder) 
 

(Themes from institutional theory: B, L, P, Lg.) 

 

The personal 

ethics of younger 

people working in 

advertising and 

marketing  

roles mobilises 

gender 

progressive 

advertising 

 

 

“I know that from my experience in different agencies, there is a lot of communication between senior and junior ranking. Managers 

take advice from a more junior person, who might have a really good resource about gender equality, and why that should be a 

condition for a creative idea.” (Scott, Content Producer and Digital Marketer) 
 

(Themes from institutional theory: L, Lg., P) 

“I think it goes back to the influence of the new generation of people coming into the industry; the new talent. They have cultural 

reference points, which dictate how they think, and how they work. There are now clear ideas about what is, and what isn’t 

acceptable.” (David, Global Marketing Director) 
 

(Themes from institutional theory: L, P, Lg.) 

*Key:      BOUNDARY WORK (B), INSTITUTIONAL ENTREPRENEURIALISM (E), EMERGENT INSTITUTIONAL LOGICS (L), LEGITIMACY (Lg.), EMERGENT 

INSTITUTIONAL PRACTICES (P) 
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Appendix 6 

Press release on Paper 3 

 

This press release resulted in at least 167 news articles and broadcast interviews 

including coverage in The Daily Mail, The Independent, The Sun, Talk Radio. The potential 

reach for the coverage was over 913 million people with an Advertising Value Equivalent of 

over £151,000. Media highlights are available at: https://wke.lt/w/s/jG7J3x.  

 

Middleton – advertising study 

 

Is it time brands woke up to ‘woke’? 

 

Major brands risk losing wealth and power if they rely on old fashioned ideas in their advertising, 

thanks to the ‘woke’ generation calling them out. 

 

A new study, led by Karen Middleton at the University of Portsmouth, found consumer activism 

against perceived dangerous portrayals of women – or any other group – posed a growing and 

serious threat to brands. 

 

The study, published in Psychology & Marketing, examined the social media backlash against a 

television advertisement showing boys ogling a woman’s breasts. 

 

Some consumers called it sexist and damaging, others defended it as ‘just a bit of fun’. 

The researchers say that in the wake of the #MeToo movement, brands risked losing market share 

if they brushed off ‘socially aware’ objections.  

 

Middleton said: “Our findings show how necessary it is for brands to consider the wider impact of 

their advertising. They are increasingly up against a force of social activism which relies on well-

argued rhetoric to call out anything seen as damaging to another group in society. 

 

“Our study examined people’s reactions to an advertisement by a global brand portraying a woman 

in a sexist way, but the same social activism could and often is rallied when advertisements use 

outdated tropes which are damaging to any vulnerable group, not just women.” 

 

She describes ‘woke’ as social activism on a grand scale. 

 

She said: “There hasn’t been a great deal of focus on the power of social activism on advertising, 

but it appears to be becoming a force to be reckoned with. It’s not true that any publicity is good 

publicity – a complaint against any brand that then goes viral poses a serious risk to that brand’s 

wealth and power. 

 

https://wke.lt/w/s/jG7J3x
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“Consumers as activists are no longer a wild card; it’s evident that the so-called woke generation is 

exercising its power to hold large and previously unassailable brands or organisations to account. 

This is a group of socially active and aware people who are increasingly intolerant of 

transgressions, particularly in relation to social justice. 

“There’s no longer any alternative for brands – if they hope to avoid being called out loudly on 

social media for contributing to social injustice, they need to consider the overall impact of what 

they say and do. If they are relying on old fashioned tropes, it’s now much more likely they’ll be 

called out.” 

 

Social media has given a global platform to anyone who wants to share their dissatisfaction or even 

do serious harm to a brand, as H&M, Peleton and Pepsi can all testify. 

 

In each of those cases, the advertisements were swiftly withdrawn, but the costs have been high: 

Peleton’s advertisement, seen by some as sexist, led to an overnight drop in brand value of more 

than £1bn;  H&M, accused of racism, has since hired a diversity director; Pepsi has been subject to 

a stream of memes and spoofs on social media for what was seen as a cultural misstep when it used 

a "privileged, white" model as a peacemaker between civil rights activists and police. 

 

Middleton said: “The effect of social activism on advertising is under-examined. Despite sexism, 

racism or other offences increasingly being called out, advertisers cannot turn to a body of research 

to learn from, and activism is swift and often highly damaging. 

 

“In the case of sexism, as in the advertisement at the heart of our study, it has long been shown 

female sexual objectification can have a range of pernicious consequences, including the 

normalisation of male aggression towards and belittling of women.  

 

“Research has shown sexist content leads to both men and women having a diminished view of 

women’s competence, morality and humanity. The same sexism applies to men in advertising, too, 

when they are portrayed as, for example, emotionally unintelligent or unable to control their 

impulses simply because they are male. These old-fashioned stereotypes do no one any favours.” 

 

The research team, including Drs Helen Thompson-Whiteside, Sarah Turnbull and Judith Fletcher-

Brown, examined thousands of tweets, Facebook posts, and news articles in the three weeks 

following the first airing of the advertisement. They found a well organised consumer protest at the 

advertisement alongside counter-arguments from consumers who were not offended by it. 

 

Those who were not offended by the advertisement argued that gender stereotyping was ‘just a bit 

of fun’, or ‘normal behaviour’, or that it was unfair to say to a boy who looks at breasts was 

committing violence against women. 

 

Those who argued that it was sexist said the evidence had shown that images do influence people’s 

behaviour and attitudes. They said brands had a responsibility to be careful not to use harmful 

stereotypes or perpetuate archaic myths. 

 

ENDS  
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Appendix 7 

 

This article in The Conversation generated 22,117 reads, 13 Twitter shares and 101 

Facebook shares. Also available at: https://theconversation.com/pinterest-weight-loss-ban-

shows-brands-are-beginning-to-listen-to-consumers-164027 

 

Pinterest weight loss ban shows brands are beginning to listen to consumers 

July 12, 2021 1.45pm BST 

Author Karen Middleton, University of Portsmouth 

 

Pinterest, the online pin-board with more than 478 million users, has taken a bold 

step in becoming the first major social media network to ban weight loss adverts. While the 

company said the decision was to promote body acceptance, it reflects a wider trend of the 

changing, more socially-conscious relationship between advertising platforms, brands and 

consumers. 

Being highly visual, social media can be pernicious for body image because it 

exacerbates social comparisons, especially regarding attractiveness and fitness. Imagery of 

so-called “perfect” bodies is pervasive on social media, and encourages people to over-

scrutinise their bodies and faces. The more time people spend “living” in social media, the 

more likely they are to believe that it represents reality. 

The issue of weight loss advertising is indeed of grave concern for all members of 

society, especially for women and girls, at a time when child eating disorders have beein 

increasing. As well as having alarming effects for women’s self-esteem and body image, 

objectified and stereotyped portrayals of women contribute to their devaluation in society. 

Since 2019, new UK Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) rules have prohibited 

advertising that includes “gender stereotypes that are likely to cause harm, or serious or 

widespread offence”. However, “perfect” body imagery can be harmful to both men and 

women, so it does not fall directly under these standards. 

Nevertheless, change is happening in the advertising industry, with more 

advertising that shows realistic body images, for example the Sport England “This Girl 

Can” campaign. 

My ongoing research indicates that advertising practitioners are becoming more 

aware that the imagery they use can have an effect on society. 

 

Responsible advertising 

Pinterest’s ban on weight loss ads is ground-breaking because it shows a consumer 

platform taking action to protect its reputation among consumers, despite being reliant on 

advertising revenues. Pinterest clearly understands that consumers, more than ever before, 

have greater expectations from brands to use advertising to shape social conversations. 

This is one of the most public responses to the increasing pressure that brands are 

facing to become more socially responsible. The combination of consumer demand for 

socially-conscious behaviour, and the viral attention to controversy, means consumers have 

more power than ever to demand changes from brands. 

Take, for example, the luxury exercise equipment brand Peloton. After an ad critics 

deemed sexist attracted negative attention on YouTube, the company was reported to have 

https://theconversation.com/pinterest-weight-loss-ban-shows-brands-are-beginning-to-listen-to-consumers-164027
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US$1.5 billion wiped from share value. The ad, viewed 2 million times, showed a woman 

using her exercise bike, a gift from her partner, to “give a gift back” to him (her 

“improved” body). 

In early 2020, Kentucky Fried Chicken was forced to apologise to consumers for 

running an ad in Australia that was criticised as objectifying women, after it attracted fierce 

social media debate. When social media controversies are reported in the wider media, 

more consumers are exposed to negative perceptions, heightening the debate even further. 

 

Consumer power 

Research is now beginning to show the ways in which consumers subvert 

marketing messages online, drawing attention to some of the negative impacts of 

marketing and advertising. Research on consumer subversion describes how creative 

consumers threaten brands by generating their own spoofs of ads, for example, which may 

then be shared on social media. This is exactly what happened in the case of Peloton. 

This happens not just with gender issues, but also with race and ethnicity, disability 

and ecological sustainability. When consumers turn promotions against firms, finding 

subversive meaning in ads, it can generate negative word of mouth, leading to adversarial 

relationships with consumers and ultimately damaging brand equity. 

In our ongoing research at the University of Portsmouth, we are finding that 

consumers are increasingly voicing outrage online about advertising that offends their 

social consciousness. They use rhetoric to argue for change in the marketplace and 

ultimately society. The wider media are often keen to report these social media debates, 

and when they do it has an accelerated effect on change. 

In this shrewd decision, Pinterest is heading off future controversy. In order to 

mitigate negative effects and protect their own reputations, we advise that all brands and 

social media companies consider similar action. Advertisers can begin to understand the 

issues that consumers see as irresponsible by scanning traditional media coverage of 

controversial advertising, like the Peloton and KFC examples. 

The threat of consumer subversion of advertising means that other social media 

platforms could eventually follow Pinterest’s example. However, this often depends on the 

commitment of those in senior levels in these organisations to such issues. 

Banning advertisements that promote weight loss, or other products that can be 

harmful to body image, self worth and mental health, would be beneficial for media 

companies across the board. Such an approach would prevent short-term negative word of 

mouth outcomes, and in the longer-term protect brand equity. More importantly it would 

pave the way for advertising that is responsible as well as profitable. 

Hopefully this will lead to a future in which companies are more aware of growing 

social consciousness and the power consumers have online to make a difference.  
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Appendix 8 

 

This article in The Conversation generated 15,757 reads, 32 Twitter shares and 607 

Facebook shares. Also available at: https://theconversation.com/why-the-advertising-

industry-should-cheer-new-rules-on-gender-stereotypes-80439 

 

Why the advertising industry should cheer new rules on gender stereotypes 

July 21, 2017 12.37pm BST  

Author Karen Middleton, University of Portsmouth 

 

Britain’s advertising watchdog is introducing tough new standards, which could 

ban adverts which feature potentially harmful gender stereotypes. This could not have 

come at a better time for the industry. Companies have failed to see the evidence that’s 

been staring them in the face – and this ruling will push them down a path that should 

already be well worn. 

The fact is that audiences are increasingly turned off by the narrow representations 

they see in advertising. This is particularly the case for women, who drive 70-80% of all 

consumer purchasing. And yet, still, women tend to be portrayed as secondary to men in 

adverts, often in domestic scenes and as physically perfect or sexual objects. 

The Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) decision is based on conclusions 

drawn over many years of academic and industry studies which show that advertising often 

creates expectations about how people should look or behave according to their gender, 

and that these can be internalised by individuals of both sexes. 

Advertising is designed to be persuasive, so it is no surprise that it influences our 

ideas of reality. Plus, its pervasiveness plays a big role in constructing identities, 

particularly in relation to gender. Despite wider gains in equality, intensified or stereotyped 

gender portrayals in advertising have survived – thanks, perhaps, to the simplicity of the 

message they represent. 

This has helped to sustain old-fashioned gender interaction and sex roles in society. 

Both women and men, girls and boys, need to see better and more complex gender role 

models, which more closely match what they see in their daily experience. 

 

Boost the bottom line 

Advertisers and their corporate clients may be pleasantly surprised to hear that 

being forced into the 21st century by the ASA may also help their bottom line. There is a 

host of research to show that it makes simple business sense to eradicate unfair stereotypes 

from advertising. Here are four stats for businesses not driven by morals alone: 

1. Adverts which portray women equally, where the presentation is respectful, 

appropriate, and delivers a positive role model, improves purchase intention by 

26% among all consumers and 45% among women. 

2. Sponsored social media posts which focus on gender equality encourage 8-10% 

more favourable brand opinions than those that don’t. 

3. Women’s attitudes or “liking” for brands using ads with sexual content is lower 

than for ads without. 

https://theconversation.com/why-the-advertising-industry-should-cheer-new-rules-on-gender-stereotypes-80439
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4. The effect of overt sexual appeals in advertising has been found to have no 

significant effect on purchase intention either way, but can have a small but 

significant negative effect on attitudes towards the brand. 

Add to this the huge consumer purchasing role of women and we have to question why 

gender stereotypes in advertising have persisted for so long. 

 

Grrr! Bisto 

Advertising usually only has a short time frame to convey a message, and that 

means stereotyped depictions of gender offer a shorthand for telling brand and product 

stories. A typical ad format is to present consumer goods being used to fulfil everyday 

needs with a scene which represents a snapshot of everyday life, using perceived traditional 

family norms. Take the classic “Ahh! Bisto” ads from the 1980s where it’s always the 

mum making dinner and keeping the kids in check. 

Most advertisers also follow a “beauty is best” policy. This means adverts almost 

exclusively feature physically or sexually attractive models. The idea is that us lowly 

consumers will ascribe good-looking people with more successful lives and better 

personalities. Beautiful models promote products that offer the desirable characteristics we 

seek: if you’re trying to flog pricey cosmetics, show the customers’ radiant skin or thick, 

strong hair. 

But when people see pictures of models in advertising, it starts a self-evaluation 

process, whereby idealised body images may negatively affect self-esteem. Media images 

which adhere to a “thin ideal”, or which are “hyper-masculine” can spark body 

dissatisfaction and a sharp divide between someone’s self-perceived real and ideal body 

size. 

Now, advertisers might not worry about that too much if people still buy the 

product, but that attack on self-esteem can in fact lead to negative attitudes towards the 

advert or the brand – and lower a consumer’s intention to purchase the product. Arguably, 

consumers have become more savvy towards these aspirational versions of reality – and 

sceptical as to whether they are indeed attainable. The new ASA requirements not only 

make economic sense, they may also be an opportunity for the advertising industry to catch 

up with the rest of us. 

One strategy to limit the threat to self-esteem from aspirational adverts comes from 

something called “indirect self-affirmation”. This is all about showing additional or 

alternative dimensions to the characters in ads, such as an emphasis on a woman’s 

intelligence or mothering skills, as well as physical beauty. Marketers are now finding that 

ads which offer a more balanced view give more positive effects. 

One campaign doing just this was the Microsoft #MakeWhatsNext project, which 

sought to encourage girls into the STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths) 

workforce. It generated 184m media impressions, 73m video views – and love for the 

Microsoft brand spiked. 

Of course, it’s not just campaigns focused on pro-equality issues that are important. 

My research intends to show that by creating empathy and reducing social distance, 

depicting women more authentically builds closer relationships with consumers. But one 

thing seems already crystal clear, following the ASA’s guidance and using more gender 

balanced images is the way forward for all advertisers.  
 


