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When will advertisement embrace diversity, gender and race equality, and start reflecting the real world? Critically discuss and respond.


The contrast between advertisement from back in the 1950’s to today’s day and age is a drastic improvement, however is it a big enough improvement in the eyes of the public? With the rise in media shedding light on LGBTQ+ culture, disabilities, race and many more, companies try to incorporate these things into their media to appease the crowds. Yet backlash still causes companies to be fearful of what to post online. An article published by Channel 4 (2025) states, “77% of people agree that DEI is important in advertising. However, pregnant women appear in just 0.1% of all UK adverts, only 2% of ads feature LGBTQIA+ people which is below the 3.2% of LGBTQIA+ people living in the UK population at the time of the 2021 Census” (Channel 4, 2025). These statistics alone prove how unwilling companies still are to include diversity, or is it because they fear a negative public reaction will damage their image?



Thesis statement. 
In this essay I will investigate and discuss into companies whose adverts have caused a public outrage for miscommunication. I would like to dive deeper into why companies shy away from being inclusive in their adverts and if it truly is because they afraid of the backlash and damage it could cause to their brand. I would like to discuss the ‘Woke Movement’ and how that has affected advertisement. Then after that looking into examples of body diversity and how that has caused backlash. Next, I will investigate deep controversy surrounding a clothing brand advert with ties to a popular actress. Then look into an advert that spoke up about negative male actions vs positive ones and how that affected the public. Finally, to end my conclusion which will sum up my opinions of the question above and how my research has finalised my answer.

Since 2024, a specific term has been popularised in media called ‘woke’. This term has been around since the 1930’s and was popularised by a protest song by Lead Belly after nine black teenagers were falsely accused of raping a woman. ‘Stay Woke’ became a symbol for the black community as it urged other to be more aware of racial prejudice and discrimination. However, by 2019, people who were against the progression of diverse movements started using the term to mock others, journalist Poole. S quotes “is now used mockingly for a kind of over righteous liberalism.” (2019) By this he means the term has become associated not with genuine awareness of injustice, but with a kind of performative moralism. Those who deem themselves ‘woke’ have now had the word weaponised against them. The toxicness has mainly come from countries such as the US, UK and other western countries. It partly due to activists failing to create change for what they’re apparently protesting for, which has been enhanced by political right-wingers, who are openly against diversity, especially in the US. A good example of this was in 2017, when the pop drink company Pepsi (2017) had launched a high budget TV advert that featured a well-known American billionaire, Kendall Jenner. In the ad, K. Jenner is seen joining a protest and handing a Pepsi can to one of the riot police officers, as if to ‘defuse the situation’, to which the conflict seems to be quickly resolved. 
[image: ]
(Fig.1, Pepsi advertisement, 2017)
The advert received heavy criticism for seemingly trying to glorify social justice and the Black Lives Matter movement which was very powerful at the time. John Luk (2021) suggested that “The way some companies have tried to cringingly commercialise and adopt social movements and their language has also further devalued and trivialised the notion of wokeness.” (Luk, 2021). In Pepsi’s apology over the backslash, they stated that they only wanted to spread ‘a global message of unity, peace and understanding’ (Pepsi, 2017). However, it was more obvious that the advert wasn’t created to show how their drinks are just a delicious, sweet fizzy pop, but rather to make a bold statement that it’ll make the consumer feel more morally good and righteous. Hence why the criticism slammed the company for marketing off the message trying to be vocalised by the black community who were being heavily discriminated against.

Another example of a company trying to appeal to the ‘woke mindset’ was Dove, in 2017. Dove has always been a brand that celebrates women and always tries to make female-positive adverts that highlight the beauty in this gender, as quoting on their website; “Beauty is not defined by shape, size, or colour – it’s feeling like the best version of yourself. Authentic. Unique. Real.” (Dove, 2021). Dove had also issued its own campaign, starting in 2004, called ‘Real Beauty’. Sharing statistics from a study done on women between 18-64, the results were. 
“ 31% of women viewed themselves as natural
29% of women viewed themselves as average
Only 2% saw themselves as beautiful ” 
(Dove, 2004)
It wasn’t until years later when Dove release their Bottlegate project (Dove, 2017), in which they had created 6 different body wash bottles, varied from their original bottle shape, in order to incorporate body diversity. These bottles where to supposed to represent the different body shapes of women. There was a variety from tall and slim, to short and curvy, all supposed to spread body positivity on different shapes and sizes in women. When released to the public, their message they wanted to spread was not received very well. An article by Fresh Cement (2023) stated that women felt like they had to choose which bottle best fit their body shape, which led to confusion and caused them to think more about their image.
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(Fig.2, BottleGate, 2020)
Their campaign was highly memed on with online posts mocking the bottle designs. Journalists had stated that Dove had shifted from creating body positivity to making customers self-conscious about their bodies. This huge bashing from people online over Dove just trying to make inclusive bottles, which did seem a little extra and unneeded, is a clear example of why marketers are much more timid around topics like ‘different body shapes’. According to Kessler (2017) who is an Executive Creative Director for B2B marketing, “They’ll inevitably lead to the premature death of tens of thousands of good ideas” (Kessler, 2017) It’s a massive shame to think of all the money and time and creative boards wasted on what seemed like a genuinely good idea that was trying to be different and inclusive to women, was dropped and scrapped because the public shamed them in online posts. However, Kessler does also point out in the end of his article that the company still should have a lesson to learn, and I believe it should go towards all companies as well. He states that people get sick and tired when brands try to seem they have “deep values and beliefs” (Kessler, 2017) when in reality, it’s companies profiting off products that are there for connotation. In short, hes stating how maybe people don’t want to think about the deeper meaning behind the shape of their bodies, they would just rather buy a simple bottle of shampoo and not have to think about any ‘deeper meanings’.

A more recent advertisement that caused severe outlash online with people discussing their vast opinions on the matter, was an American Eagle advertisement. American Eagle is an American clothing brand that specialise in jeans.  They released an advert on July 23, 2025, that stared Sydney Sweeny, a rising star in Hollywood who has stared a popular TV show called Euphoria (June 16, 2019).  The campaign was called ‘Sydney Sweeny has great jeans’ (American Eagle, 2025). The title was a clear play on words with ‘jeans’ linking to ‘genes’, hinting towards Sweeny’s blue eyes, blonde hair, good looks etc. A quote from Sweeny confirms this as she states, “Genes are passed down from parents to offspring, often determining traits like hair colour, personality and even eye colour," and adding, "My jeans are blue." (2025).
[image: American Eagle Ad Campaign Featuring Actor Sydney Sweeney Draw Controversy]
(Fig.3, Photo by Michael M. Santiago, 2025)
The advert itself seems to heavily imply that Sweeny is bragging about her ‘amazing genes’ through the items of clothing she’s seen wearing. Even more uproar online was caused when the American president D. Trump posted on twitter, “Sydney Sweeney, a registered Republican, has the HOTTEST ad out there” (Twitter, Trump, 2025). As discussed in a pervious statement, republicans are known to be against any forms of diversity and inclusion, President Trump being the biggest example with the continuous stream of ‘anti-woke’ tweets and posts online. So, the public reacted against American Eagle because of who they’d allowed to star in this advert and what kind of ‘message’ they were trying to spread regarding ‘good genes’. From this backlash, the company released one statement saying, “Her jeans. Her story. We'll continue to celebrate how everyone wears their AE jeans with confidence, their way.” (American Eagle, 2025). Kestenbaum. R wrote on the website Forbes (2025), “I believe American Eagle and that the message that people are hearing was unintended.” Which is understandable, as it’s just a company trying to say that they make good jeans, however the controversy had mainly sparked from the actress they picked and how her political views and lack of speaking up about the ad’s backlash caused a bad light to be shone down on American Eagle. Though politics shouldn’t be brought into a jean advert, the rumours online of her being republican, who are heavily characterised by current president Donald Trump, are why viewers are so angry. Trumps specific views on how the “U.S. was once great but has declined due to foreign influence.” (Britannica, 2025) links with Sweeney’s apparent ‘good genes’ and thus making people believe the advert is a hidden message of ‘white supremacy.’ If American Eagle had just done a little more research into what sort of message could be seen by the public instead of an advert just saying they have ‘good jeans’, wouldn’t have cost them so much reputation and a label for themselves.

One final example of a company’s advert being heavily criticised was Gillette, a company that produce shaving razors that are heavily marketed towards men. In 2019, they released a short film called ‘Believe’, which is about a play on their famous slogan, ‘The best a man can get’ and turned it into ‘The best men can be’ (Gillette, 2019). In the advert, it shows examples of bullying, sexual harassment and aggressive behaviour seen by men. But it then counteracts the negative examples with positive ones, showing men stepping up and preventing these behaviours when seen in public.
[image: Gillette advert]
(Fig 4. Gillette advert, man stopping his friend from harassing a woman on the streets, 2019)
The feedback received by male buyers was largely negative, with many commenting on the video saying how it was ‘feminist propaganda’. An angry tweet by Piers Morgan quotes, “Let boys be damn boys. Let men be damn men.” (Morgan, Twitter, 14 Jan 2019) This tweet alone is proving the toxic masculinity that exists in today’s society and what Gillette was trying to show awareness too. Angry comments online about how the advert was ‘feminising men’ show’s how sensitive it was to certain viewers who didn’t like the sight of their gender being weak and unmanly. Following this, Gillette released a public statement that read, “From today on, we pledge to actively challenge the stereotypes and expectations of what it means to be a man everywhere you see Gillette. In the ads we run, the images we publish to social media, the words we choose, and so much more.” (2019) PR expert, Borkowski. M stated that the advert was actually “fantastically well thought through.” (Borkowski, 2019) He adds that masculinity is a massive part of Gillette’s branding and that this advert shows the realisation that the newer generations are “reworking that concept of masculinity, and it is no longer the cliche is once was.” (Borkowski, 2019).

In conclusion, I believe I have covered multiple adverts who all try to show messages about diversity, inclusions etc, but the media has taken that message the wrong way and instead caused the companies to look insensitive. Not all messages about ‘body positivity’ or acknowledging ‘toxic masculinity’ will be understood or accepted by the public, as everyone has their own beliefs and opinions. But there is still the massive underlying issue of how companies get put down by the backlash and draw back from the IAB (Inclusion, Diversity, Equity). But then without inclusions in adverts, people will still be upset about it. There will always be backlash, but it’s about following the fine line between sending the wrong message and right message that makes an advert diverse. Making sure it is spreading a good, thoughtful message and not there for clicks and views or to try seeming better than other companies by benefiting off of people’s differences.
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