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Gender stereotypes in advertising: a review of current research

Stacy Landreth Graua and Yorgos C. Zotosb*

aDepartment of Marketing Fort Worth, Texas Christian University, Texas, USA; bCommunication
and Internet Studies, Cyprus University of Technology, Limassol, Cyprus

The purpose of this paper is to highlight the historical context of gender stereotypes in
advertising and then examine the scholarship related to gender stereotypes. Gender
portrayals in advertising have been examined extensively in the last five decades and
still remain an important topic. Changing role structure in the family and in the labor
force has brought significant variation in both male and female roles and subsequently
how it is reflected in advertising. It has been noted that there is a culture lag. Sexes for
a long period of time were depicted in advertising in more traditional roles. Women
were presented in an inferior manner relative to their potential and capabilities, while
at the same the data indicated a shift towards more positive role portrayals. The
changing role of men is the area that has seen the greatest interest in the past few
years. Men are depicted in advertising in ‘softer’ roles, while interacting with their
children. Men are also shown in more egalitarian roles. The paper finally attempts to
outline the future research direction of gender portrayals in advertising. First, research
should focus on examining gender portrayals in online platforms, and find ways to
modify current coding schemes to digital formats. Second, companies and the media
are beginning to pay attention to a once largely ignored segment the lesbian/gay/
bisexual/transgender (LGBT) consumer. Third, recent advertising has focused on the
‘empowered’ women called femvertising.

Keywords: gender; advertising; stereotypes

Introduction

Scholars have been interested in stereotypes � particularly of women � in advertising for

more than 50 years. In that time, researchers have been interested not only in the ‘what’

(e.g., what stereotypes are used to portray women and men) but also the ‘why’ (e.g., the

cultural implications of using stereotypes and advertising and the ‘now what’ (e.g., the

social consequences of stereotypes and advertising (Hawkins and Coney 1976; Lund-

strom and Sciglimpaglia 1977; McArthur and Resko 1975). The purpose of this paper is

to examine research in this area since 2010 and provide direction for the next five years

in a fragmented media environment.

Stereotypes are beliefs about a social category (Vinacke 1957) especially those that

differentiate genders (Ashmore and Del Boca 1981). Stereotypes become problematic

when they lead to expectations about one social category over another or restrict opportu-

nities for one social category over another. Over the years, several content analyses have

examined components such as physical characteristics (e.g., body size, height), occupa-

tional status, roles (e.g., leadership) and traits (e.g., self-assertion). Research has shown

that women are generally presented in more decorative roles (e.g., for their beauty or

body), in more family oriented roles, in fewer professional roles and in more demure roles

(Uray and Burnaz 2003) while men are typically shown as more independent,
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authoritarian and professional with little regard to age and physical appearances (Reichert

and Carpenter 2004).

That said, there is still much to be learned about the changing role of gender represen-

tations in advertising. This introduction to the International Journal of Advertising’s spe-

cial issue on Gender Stereotypes in Advertising highlights some of the historical context

of gender stereotypes in advertising and then examine scholarship related to gender ster-

eotypes since 2010 to identify the current key areas being studied.

Gender stereotypes in advertising

Gender stereotypes in advertising is a topic with more than five decades of related

research. The outcome of literature was ignited by social and historical contingencies.

First, the rise of feminism in the 1960s challenged equal opportunities for men and

women and initiated a gradual change in occupational opportunities and domestic struc-

tures (Zotos and Lysonski 1994; Plakoyiannaki et al. 2008; Plakoyiannaki and Zotos

2009; Zotos and Tsichla 2014) especially for women. Second, changes in the labor force

brought significant variation in both male and female roles and subsequently how they

are reflected in advertising (Zotos and Lysonski 1994; Zotos and Tsichla 2014). Third,

the changing role structure in the family has created significant variations in the female

role (Zotos and Lysonski 1994) and more recently the male role. During these years,

women were presented in an inferior manner relative to their potential and capabilities,

while at the same time the data indicated a slow shift towards more positive role por-

trayals. Past literature (Lysonski 1985; Corteze 1999; Kilbourne 1999; Lazar 2006;

Plakoyiannaki and Zotos 2009) has proposed that advertising contributes to gender

inequality by promoting ‘sexism’, and distorted body image symbols as valid and accept-

able. Since then, women’s roles have undergone dramatic changes and there have been

changes in portrayals as well.

The ‘mirror’ versus the ‘mold’ debate

There is a long-lasting debate between advertisers and sociologists, about the role and the

social nature of advertising, especially when it comes to stereotypes within advertising.

Two opposing points of view have been developed � the ‘mirror’ versus the ‘mold’ argu-

ment. Following the ‘mirror’ point of view, advertising reflects values that exist and are

dominant in society. Furthermore, this view suggests that the best that advertising can

succeed to do is to act as a magnified lens, which offers an extrapolated picture of a social

phenomenon (Pollay 1986, 1987). A possible interpretation of this argument suggests that

in the contemporary socioeconomic and political environment, which influences the value

system of a society, multiple factors are interfaced and interrelated. Therefore, the impact

of advertising is not valued as being significant. Hence the way that women and men pre-

sented in advertising would follow the dominant concepts held regarding gender roles

(Zotos and Tsichla 2014).

In contrast, the ‘mold’ point of views advertising as a reflection of society and its pre-

vailing values (Manstead and McCulloch 1981; Pollay 1986, 1987). Cultivation theory

suggests that peoples’ perception of social reality is shaped by the media (Gerbner 1998).

They incorporate stereotypes presented by the media into their own system of values,

ideas, and beliefs about the quality of life (Zotos and Tsichla 2014). They start creating a

concept of reality, which tends to match the advertised images. At the end of a long pro-

cess, individual behavior and human beings relationships are formulated in such a manner

762 S.L. Grau and Y.C. Zotos



that could be characterized as a ‘hybrid.’ Advertising’s impact is a crucial factor, which

contributes to the development of this ‘hybrid.’ It is accepted the gender representations

are socially constructed. According to this viewpoint, advertising campaigns create gen-

der identity, based on their images, the stereotyped iconography of masculinity and femi-

ninity (Schroeder and Zwick 2004).

Based on the aforementioned analysis, it could be suggested that the ‘mirror’ and the

‘mold’ argument is a continuum. The real life examples lie in this continuum according

to the social values which are promoted, and the type of the advertised products (Zotos

and Tsichla 2014). Accepting advertising as a system of visual representation, which cre-

ates meaning within the framework of culture, it seems that reflects and contributes to cul-

ture (Hall 1980; Albers-Miller and Gelb 1996; Zotos and Tsichla 2014). To grasp these

ideas in an integrated manner, this long-lasting debate between the ‘mirror’ and the

‘mold’ argument should reflect Kilbourne’s (1999, 57�58) statement: ‘Advertising is our

environment. We swim in it as fish swim in the water. We cannot escape it… advertising

messages are inside our intimate relationships, our home, our hearts, our heads.’

Gender stereotypes in advertising: recent research since 2010

Despite the fact that gender stereotypes in advertising have been studied for many years,

the past six years have seen a robust addition to the literature. We highlighted research

found in four key advertising journals: Journal of Advertising, International Journal of

Advertising, Journal of Current Issues in Research in Advertising, and Journal of Adver-

tising Research as well as other marketing communications journals. Several important

themes emerged (see Table 1).

Updated trends and directions

Recent research shows that, in general, gender stereotyping in advertising still exists and

is prevalent in many countries around the world. Eisend (2010) set out to explore the

degree of gender stereotyping as well as any changes over the years. The primary contri-

bution of his work is to provide a quantitative review of 64 studies in a meta-analysis on

the effects of gender stereotypes in advertising. He found that some stereotyping still per-

sists � particularly for women. Occupational status still showed the highest degree of

stereotyping, despite the education, occupation and status changes earned by women over

the past several years. Interestingly, Eisend (2010) also found that the degree of stereotyp-

ing has decreased over the years due mostly to improvements in high masculinity

societies (such as Japan). There was no substantial decrease in low masculinity societies

like Sweden.

Knoll, Eisend and Steinhagen (2011) developed a new way to measure the degree of

stereotyping in advertising. They found that gender stereotyping was still prevalent in

German television and that this stereotyping depends on the type of channel (public vs.

private channels). Across both types of channels, Knoll et al. (2011) found that women

were more likely to be younger and depicted as product users with domestic products and

more likely to be portrayed at home in dependent roles. Men were more likely depicted

as authoritarian and older and are more likely to be portrayed outside of the home in inde-

pendent roles. These findings are in line with other studies of several other cultures. How-

ever, on public channels, stereotyping was higher for variables like role and location as

well as occupational status. On private channels, stereotyping relates more to role behav-

ior and physical characteristics. The results of stereotyping were not limited to the USA

International Journal of Advertising 763
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and Europe. Work by Rubie-Davies, Liu, and Lee (2013) found that in their examination

of television advertising in New Zealand men and women were less often depicted in ste-

reotypical roles than in the past. This research suggests progress in stereotyped portrayals

in the country.

There are caveats to the consequences of stereotyping. Eisend, Plagemann, and

Sollwedel (2014) found that while stereotyping does exist in advertising, consumer’s per-

ceptions about it might be less serious than expected. They examined the role of humor in

advertising and its relationship to gender stereotyping. They found that gender role por-

trayals are less serious if they are used as sources of humor. Specifically, male stereotypes

are more prevalent in humorous ads, while female stereotypes are more prevalent in non-

humorous ads. This points to the influence of other variables in determining the ultimate

effects of stereotypes in advertising that require additional examination. It is important to

continue to track changes in gender stereotypes in advertising and examine factors that

could affect consumers’ reactions to these portrayals.

View from practitioners

Advertising professionals are often considered ‘cultural intermediaries’ (Cronin 2004)

who develop messages. And yet their decision making process about gender portrayals in

advertising campaigns is barely considered. Despite Grow’s (2008) call for more

research, little has been done on the ‘gendered voice of advertising’ until the past two

years. Shao (2014) examined Chinese advertising practitioners and how Chinese culture

impacts advertising creation. In terms of similarities and differences, Chinese advertising

depicts males in more occupational and recreational roles whereas women were depicted

in more decorative roles (Cheng 1997). However, Johansson (1999) found that Chinese

advertising depicted women as shy and subordinate compared to stronger roles for

women in the USA. But in general there are more similarities than differences in how

women and men are depicted in China compared to other societies. In 26 interviews

with advertising professionals, Shao (2014) found that Chinese advertising professionals

do not reflect on their role in perpetuating stereotypes, claiming that they mirror reality

rather than representing or distorting it. They claimed that they were simply reflecting

Chinese culture.

Zayer and Coleman (2015) examined advertising professionals’ perceptions of how

gender portrayals impact men and women and how these perceptions influence their

strategic and creative decisions. Using institutional theory as a foundation, the authors

provide a more holistic viewpoint of advertising ethics. Their interview respondents

claimed they also mirror the dominant viewpoints of society regarding gender stereo-

types but point out that men are not immune to the gender stereotypes and call

for more research on the negative impact of gender stereotypes of men in advertising

as well.

Few studies have examined advertising that is viewed as unfriendly towards men or

women by other stakeholders. Van Hellemont and Van de Bulck (2012) examined the

views of advertising professionals in Belgium about 10 ads that were identified as poten-

tially offensive due to their stereotypical depictions of both men and women. Interest-

ingly, advertising professionals and consumers did not differ in their perceptions of

advertising deemed potentially unfriendly to women and men. Furthermore, the study

finds that advertising professionals were more tolerant of these messages than consumers.

These insights can prove useful in understanding their role as cultural intermediaries and

their responsibility to promote more gender equality in advertising. More research should
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work towards understanding the role of advertising professionals in crafting campaigns,

specifically when it comes to portraying men and women.

Stereotypes in contexts

There are certain contexts where gender stereotypes play an enhanced role. In other

words, the consequences are greater than enhanced sales for the product. Lee (2014)

examined the role of gender stereotypes in political advertising, a unique context because

of the larger implications beyond consumerism. Recently, political communication

researchers have paid more attention to gender differences in political advertising and

Lee’s (2014) study examined the effects of gender in a fictitious Taiwanese election. The

results showed that emphasizing gender stereotypes in politics is a double edged sword.

Lee found that important traits and issues in campaigns are not static so candidates should

emphasize or deemphasize gender based stereotypes based on positive or negative

campaigning.

Role of European interventions

In the EU, advertising’s self-regulatory bodies as well as the European Advertising Stan-

dard Alliance (EASA) began updating their ethical guidelines on gender portrayals fol-

lowing increased complaints by consumers as well as the approval of anti-discrimination

laws in several European countries. In 2008, a EU resolution was adopted on how market-

ing and advertising affects equality between women and men. Van Hellemont and Van de

Bulck (2012) argue that less restrictive (or non-restrictive) literacy programs and awards

for positive advertising are more effective at reducing gender stereotyping as opposed to

increased legislation and regulation. Alternatively, Knoll et al. (2011) argue that the steps

taken by the European Parliament move in the right direction given the presence of gen-

der stereotypes and that self-regulation is already current practice and has not been suc-

cessful especially on German public channels.

Changing portrayal of men in advertising

The changing role of men is perhaps the area that has seen the greatest interest in the past

few years. As recently as the 2015 Super Bowl, advertising from Dove Men Care showing

men in much ‘softer’ roles while interacting with their children and was well received.

Other brands have followed. Yet there is a lack of research about the stereotypes associ-

ated with men in advertising. As such, Marshall et al. (2014) examined 60 years of adver-

tising portrayals of men in the role as a father. They found that most of the advertising in

Good Housekeeping (1950�2010) does little to challenge traditional models of paternal

masculinity (Marshall et al. 2014). They seem to reinforce traditional gender roles. More

recently there does seem to see a wider view of the original ‘breadwinner’ role for men,

thus updating how we view fathers. Similarly, Fowler and Thomas (2015) conducted a

content analysis of television advertising in primetime from 2003 to 2008. This was one

of the few studies to focus exclusively on men and provides a baseline for further

research. Fowler and Thomas (2015) found that there were changes in the five-year time

frame. First, they found fewer men in the lead and some suggest that male characters are

being portrayed to reflect society’s changing view of men and women’s roles. Second,

they found an increased in men portrayed as fathers, for example. However, the research

showed that these trends are small.
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While that research used content analysis to show the presence of stereotypes, other

research examined how consumers feel about these newer portrayals of men in advertis-

ing. Chu, Lee, and Kim (2016) examined ‘non-stereotypical gender role representation’

(NSGR) and found that consumers do see this advertising in a positive light. NSGR is

used to achieve marketing objectives like increasing attention, gaining interest and

increasing sales. Chu, Lee, and Kim (2016) also found that the presence of NSGR adver-

tising can actually lead to minor changes in society since they found a decrease in gender

stereotyping after exposure to this type of advertising. Baxter, Kulczynski, and Illicic

(2015) examined consumer reactions to atypical images of men (e.g., men as caregivers)

and found that consumer reactions depended on whether they were traditionalists, transi-

tionalists or egalitarians. Their findings show that while men as caregivers was seen as

atypical for the current advertising environment, consumers did express positive attitudes

and that while these ads do cut through the clutter, it is important to emphasize product

benefits as well.

Most of the research on gender stereotypes deals with unfair depictions of women and

is steeped in feminist critical scholarship. But in order to get a full picture of gender ster-

eotypes it becomes apparent that research in masculinity theories are also appropriate.

Gentry and Harrison (2010) argue that ‘if scholars are to effectively challenge issues of

gender roles in advertising, it is important to critically examine the discursive frameworks

that shape our understanding of such topics’ (90). They found that while there may be

advertising that show men in more egalitarian roles, men are not likely to see them

because they are typically not the target audience for them. Additionally the depictions of

men in advertising also dependent on the product advertised. They call for ‘father’s por-

trayal in the media should facilitate active parenthood, not sustain the more distant per-

spective from the past’ (91).

Future research directions

The past 50 years have proven to be pivotal in our understanding of how people � primar-

ily women � are portrayed in television and print advertising. As we move into a more

postmodern and digital age, there are several areas that warrant attention. First, most of

the current research on gender stereotypes has been examined in print (e.g., magazine) and

television advertising. However, both of these media have seen steady decreases in reader-

ship and viewership. At the same time, people spend more time online � with videos,

social media and apps. But little research has examined gender portrayals in online plat-

forms (Plakoyiannaki et al. 2008 is one exception). Future research should examine ways

to modify current coding schemes in print and television advertising to digital formats and

also work to develop completely new coding schemes that will allow researchers to truly

examine the role of gender stereotypes in digital advertising, native advertising and social

media advertising formats. Additionally, more research needs to examine the role of gen-

der stereotypes in non ‘paid’ formats such as owned media and content marketing.

Second, companies (and the media) are beginning to pay attention to a once largely

ignored segment � the lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender (LGBT) consumer. Some compa-

nies have been more open about using same sex couples in their advertising. However,

other companies have decided to use more coded representations, which may appear invisi-

ble to heterosexual consumers, but possibly be interpreted as ‘gay’ by LGBT consumers.

This strategy known as ‘gay window advertising’ (Bronski 1984) stems from some

advertisers’ fear of alienating heterosexual consumers (Greenlee 2004; Oakenfull 2004).

Future research should examine the stereotypes of LGBT consumers in advertising.
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Third, recent advertising has focused on the ‘empowered’ women (e.g., Pantene,

Always) called femvertising. The goal of this ‘pro-women’ messaging is to celebrate

women rather than objectifying them in advertising (Bahadur 2014). In a SheKnows poll,

91% of respondents say that how women are portrayed in advertising has a direct impact

on girls’ self-esteem and that 51% of respondents say that these ads help break down gen-

der equality. A key to the effectiveness of these ads is the idea of authenticity. Indeed,

there is a fear that some companies are simply jumping on the bandwagon of femvertising

to increase sales. Future research needs to examine femvertising in more detail and iden-

tify the elements that make it more or less effective.

Overall, while there has been major progress in examining the types of stereotypes of

women and men and how portrayals have changed. Over the next five years, we hope to

see new and interesting insights in these areas.
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