
 

Gender Representation in TV 

Advertising regarding Social 

Interaction 
 

The Construction of Stereotypes through 

Symbolism and Connotations 

Jan Hofmann 

 

Master Thesis, 15 hp 

Media and Communication Studies 

Supervisor:  

Anders Svensson PhD 

International/Intercultural communication 

Spring 2016 

Examiner: 

Peter Berglez PhD 

 



 

JÖNKÖPING UNIVERSITY  
School of Education and Communication  
Box 1026, SE-551 11 Jönköping, Sweden 
+46 (0)36 101000 
 

Master thesis, 15 credits 
Course:  Media and Communication Science with 
Specialization in International Communication 
Term: Spring 2016 

ABSTRACT 

Writer: 
 

Jan Hofmann 
 

Title: Gender Representation in TV Advertising regarding Social Interaction 
Subtitle: 
Language: 
Pages: 

The Construction of Stereotypes through Symbolism and Connotations 
English  
50 
 

Gender representation is a frequently addressed field within media and communication studies 

in general and in the subject of TV advertising in particular. Previous research mainly focused 

on the detection of commonly exploited stereotypes that are used to portray women and men 

respectively. Much emphasize has been placed on the relationship between the sexes regarding 

social roles and professions, embedded in a cultural and ideological context.  

The purpose of this scientific work however is to examine how the construction of gender 

stereotypes in media takes place, which practices are used to connote meaning. Using a 

qualitative method, namely a visual discourse analysis, the aim of the study is to unveil subtle 

but also obvious symbols and characteristics that are used to represent feminine and masculine 

traits respectively in order to expand the current body of research. This proceeding marks an 

approach to have a closer look at the social interaction of females and males in TV 

advertisements in order to get an insight in the allocation of power and subsequently, social 

roles. Four TV advertisements are used as objects of investigation. As a theoretical fundament, 

the gender theories of sexism, masculinism and feminism are introduced. 

The findings suggest that the representation of women and men still follows strong 

patterns of stereotyping, not just on the level of role allocation but also on a behavioral level. 

However, the study comes to the conclusion that an asymmetric treatment of the sexes is not 

necessarily the result of gender stereotyping; in the case, both sexes are stereotyped similarly, 

not depicting either men or women dominating their counterparts in a global context.  

Keywords: TV advertisements, gender representation in media, stereotyping, sexism, 
feminism, masculinism, critical discourse analysis 
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1. Introduction 

This study seeks to unveil how the communication of gender-related ideals is shaped in 

TV advertisements regarding behavioral traits. In fact, the portrayal of the sexes in the media is 

object of an ongoing controversial debate, e.g. tackling the problems concerning sexism and 

gender stereotyping1. Since the often depicted fantasies have little to do with real-life situations, 

it is of interest whether the construction of ideals is leading to a distorted perception of the 

sexes. This triggers discussion about what it appropriate and what is not. This question of course 

can only be dealt with on a theoretical level within the limits of this study. Thus, the underlying 

research problem of this scientific work is to investigate which connotations and symbolism are 

used to construct gender-related role models in advertising; focusing primarily on the visual 

interaction of women and men in TV advertisements. Emphasize will be placed on the body 

language of the actors and how passivity and agency/dominance are distributed through mimic 

and gestural behavior in interaction between females and males.  

To approach this research problem, the qualitative method of a visual critical discourse 

analysis (CDA) will be performed in this study. A presentation of the relevant instruments of this 

complex method that will be used will take place in order to restrict the study.  The objects of 

examination of the study are TV advertisements, i.e. short narrative advertising films that 

promote a company’s product, in this case more specifically TV advertisements on 

fragrances/perfumes. These products are strongly linked to femininity and masculinity. Quite 

often even the products names refer to the sexes; it is obvious that they are targeted to women 

and men respectively. This clear-cut separation is also visible in the way the products are 

advertised and makes TV advertisements of these products promising objects of examination to 

unveil gender-specific stereotypes. It is of social interest which effect the representation of the 

sexes has on the recipient, even though the examination of this question will only be performed 

on a theoretical and interpretative level since interviews or surveys are not part of the research. 

When Angela Merkel became German chancellor in 2005 she was the first woman in the 

history of the country to do so. Never before has the country been ruled by a female political 

leader. Already from 1979 until 1990 with Margaret Thatcher there was another woman holding 

the very highest political office in a European democratic state, namely the United Kingdom. 

Currently, Hillary Clinton is preparing to become the first female president of the United States 

of America, a country that is widely considered the most powerful nation in the world, politically 

                                                           
1 e.g. http://www.debate.org/opinions/should-there-be-a-ban-on-sexist-advertising 
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but also economically and military. The odds that she will win the upcoming elections are rather 

good.  

These examples are allegorical for the changes regarding the role allocation of men and 

women that have been and still are taking place in Western societies. One century ago it would 

have been unimaginable that a woman becomes that powerful. In many countries women were 

not even allowed to vote or to work in an environment that was dominated by men, not to 

mention to participate equally in political or economic leading. This was the result of a 

traditional patriarchal system, the ‘reign of men’, that has been established over thousands of 

years and that still seems to be deep-seated in societies all over the world. Only a few 

civilizations in the history of mankind, mainly in antiquity, can be classified as of matriarchal 

structure, i.e. social power mainly held by women (e.g. early Neolithic cultures in the Middle 

East). 

The first mentioned examples show that this ancient understanding seemingly began to 

disintegrate in many aspects; women and men became more and more equal. This normatively 

favorable development is the achievement of efforts to overcome the gap that existed between 

the sexes; feminist world-views and consequently feminist movements emerging especially in 

the second half of the 20th century paved the way for women that no longer wanted to be 

restricted by archaic ideologies (Beasley, 1999). This development is still in process, for though 

women nowadays have more rights in almost every aspect of life, men appear to be still rather 

dominant. This can be observed in many situations in professional life, significant examples are 

the gender wage gap (in 2015, German men in average earned 21% more than women)2 and the 

fact that still the majority of high offices in economics and politics are held by men. 

Nevertheless, many nations, mainly in the so-called Western world are promoting gender 

equality through policies; the social reality anyhow is still far away from this proclaimed aim.  

Hence, also in everyday life women seemingly are still the target of discrimination or at 

least unequal treatment. Feminist critics argue that females are quite often reduced to their 

gender-specific characteristics, resulting in a misguided way of accrediting certain behaviors and 

traits to one sex or the other, often leaving men having the upper hand, as the example of the 

wage gap shows. But also stereotypical male attributes are widely spread. This phenomenon, 

again deriving from patriarchal traditions, can be summarized under the negatively connoted 

term sexism. As explained above, sexism seems to be rooted in our society, despite any efforts to 

overcome it. Sometimes it seems to be expressed subtly, sometimes rather obvious. It might be 

used as a provocation, often utilized as a tool to generate attention. And it seems to work, 

                                                           
2 http://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/3261/umfrage/gender-pay-gap-in-deutschland/ 
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regardless of appropriateness, these common practices rarely appear to cause severe 

consequences when used with care. Taking this into account, it becomes obvious that despite the 

fact that much has been done to cut down gender-inequality, a certain differentiated perception 

on the social roles of women and men still remains. This is often normatively correctly 

considered a drawback since in our modern societies physical traits (i.e. physical female or male 

attributes) of an individual are not supposed to have any impact on the interpretation of e.g. 

professional roles.  

One sector, in which the difference between the sexes still is of major impact, is 

advertising. Many products and services are promoted using stereotypical traits of women and 

men (Cortese, 2000); a lot of products are even linked to one sex or the other due to gender-

targeting in the advertisements. In our daily lives, we are constantly confronted with advertising 

of all kinds, according to statistics several hours a day3. This ‘bombardment’ – we of course do 

not experience consciously at all time – is the result of tremendous efforts by companies to 

communicate proper attitude, eligible behavior and state of the art life-style and link these traits 

to their products or services. In fact, advertising campaigns are costly projects that often 

demand a vast amount of a company’s resources in order to be effective. One significant 

example for this investment is the presentation of TV advertisements during the halftime break 

of the annual final of the National Football League (NFL), the Superbowl. In 2016, to place a 30-

second advertisement during the break a company had to transfer around five million US dollars 

to the broadcasting network CBS4. Nevertheless, these investments are well calculated 

marketing models: the broadcasted advertisements seek to trigger the desire of recipients and 

mostly deal with certain fantasies that appear to be attractive to the members of the intended 

target group. This procedure results in advertisements being widely understood as a major 

influence on our perception on for instance beauty ideals, peaking in the very highest objective 

of convincing potential customers to buy the promoted products and services (Tellis & Ambler, 

2007). Why else should companies invest their resources in advertising? 

Due to the massive range of television and the World Wide Web, advertisements on the 

internet but mainly on TV can be considered one of the supreme disciplines within the field of 

advertising (cf. Wells, 1997). As mentioned before, within the field of advertising the portrayal of 

gender and its attributes and characteristics play a major role and there has been a long 

tradition in scientific research on examining how women and men are represented in 

advertisements, as it will be presented in the second chapter. This dichotomy is of importance 

                                                           
3 cp. http://sjinsights.net/2014/09/29/new-research-sheds-light-on-daily-ad-exposures/ , report retrievable from 

http://www.mediadynamicsinc.com/product/americas-media-usage-ad-exposure-1945-2014/E1a68cfe34e9e1a/ 
4 http://fortune.com/2015/08/06/super-bowl-ad-cost/ 
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since many products are somehow related to one or the other sex, they are ‘gendered’. Even 

entire portfolios and product lines of a company can be targeted to the different sexes. But how 

are these differences delivered within the medium? What are favorable and desirable female and 

male characteristics and how are these attributes represented visually in TV advertisements? 

Representation is important when it comes to understanding how roles and perceptions in our 

society are constructed. TV advertisements are speaking tubes of the industry to communicate 

specific ideals of beauty, attitude and behavior. Hence, these ideals are mediated by companies 

who link their products to these ideals. Companies and their products often hold a certain 

reputation; some are mainly considered fashionable and ‘hip’ among young people, others are 

related to characteristics like respectability and authority. These characteristics are to a high 

degree the outcome of the companies’ external communication mainly performed through 

advertisement. By shaping the own image, the industry takes advantage of common societal role 

models of all kinds.  

Besides the quite obvious societal importance of the topic, there is also an academic 

relevance that motivates this study. Even though that there already is a variety of scientific 

research on gender portrayal in advertisement some gaps remain. For instance, the explicit 

interaction between female and male models in advertisements and its potential social 

implications so far was not explicitly object of investigation. This also applies to depicted 

settings and environments in advertisements, and their visual relation to the sexes. The study 

will deal with these gaps; the motivation of the scientific work will be specified in the upcoming 

paragraph on the aim and purpose of the study and subsequently in the chapter on previous 

research on the field of gender representation in advertising.  

 

1.1 The research problem 

As stated before, the research problem focuses on the construction of gender-related 

stereotypes in media and the consequential potential social implications that can be extracted 

from this construction. By taking the development of social role allocation in terms of seemingly 

emerging gender equality (which was briefly presented in the introduction) into account, the 

importance of understanding this process becomes obvious. The distinction between the sexes is 

still an omnipresent phenomenon, undoubtedly inevitable in some situations, but apparently 

also highly unnecessary or even inappropriate in others. Ideology is a key term in this context; 

some perceptions in society are closely linked to traditions and habits that derive from earlier 

times but are still persisting. Media are widely regarded as mirrors of society with all its social 

understandings. “Most popular media promote, often in subtle and even contradictory ways, 



Gender Representation in TV Advertising regarding Social Interaction 

5 

 

perspectives that support our basic social arrangements and endorse the legitimacy of social 

institutions, marginalizing attitudes and behaviors that are considered to be out of the 

‘mainstream’” (Croteau, Hoynes & Milan, 2012, p. 184). Simply said, the assumption suggests 

that media are only processing content that goes in accordance with current ideological traits of 

a society. By interfering with this assumption, one seems to risk to displease the vast majority of 

recipients. Does this correspondingly suggests that a latent sexism is still deeply rooted in our 

societies since gender stereotyping is a commonly used practice; even though gender equality is 

increasingly promoted e.g. through recently implemented policies (e.g. ‘Frauenquote’ in 

Germany; a policy that obligates institutions, companies etc. to have a certain percentage of 

women occupying leading positions within the organization)? In fact, media that promote 

gender stereotypes are rarely severely criticized; the practice is still very common. How is it 

possible that a taboo like sexism – probably only very few people would openly admit to be 

sexist – seems to be frequently exploited in media practice without causing notable popular 

outrage? In reality, it is often the other way around, it can be investigated that recipients rather 

tend to adapt media content on stereotypical gender portrayal than question it. More on this 

phenomenon will follow in the research review in chapter 2. Of course, this study will not 

provide a well-grounded answer to this controversy; nevertheless, by dealing with the origin of 

this issue, by analyzing relevant media content, one can reach a better understanding on how 

this process is shaped and which characteristics actually can be observed.  

Hence, this study is also of critical nature, it is conceived to critically engage with the 

practices of advertising – that are somewhat supported by social ideologies rooted in a society – 

and their procedures regarding gender portrayal that already has been detected in previous 

research. The interest is not to look for easily visible gender stereotypes in media content; there 

is a tremendous amount of scientific research that has been dealing with this issue, affirming 

that gender stereotypes are omnipresent. The investigation will rather focus on subtly hidden 

connotations that are not necessarily visible at first sight but bare a strong ideology-driven 

perception of women and men being classified in and according to (traditional?) social roles. 

 

1.2 Aim, purpose and research questions of the study 

Hence, the overarching aim of this study is to provide new knowledge about the practice 

of constructing gender stereotypes in contemporary TV advertisements in order to expand the 

existing body of research. Taking this general aim as a point of departure, the purpose of this 

study is to examine how gender stereotypes in society are detectable and how they are 

represented and constructed in the media. Media are understood to have a great impact on how 
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general/commonly shared perceptions such as ideals and role models are shaped, and vice 

versa, media content often is the manifestation of ideological understandings that inhere in 

society. By analyzing media content one can extract notable information about processes that 

can be related to social life.  

As mentioned above, the visual interaction of the actors within the advertisements is 

placed into focus. The representation of women and men in advertising has been a frequently 

tackled topic within media science; this study therefore seeks to contribute practical data to the 

current body of research. The relationship between women and men and the way they interact 

with each other visually in media content is promising to tell a lot about ideals and habits that 

inhere in society, but is the representation unbalanced or to the disadvantage of one or the other 

sex? More specifically, the object of examination will be a certain branch of advertising, namely 

fragrance/perfume TV advertisements. These represent a strong section in advertisement in 

which gender portrayal and the differences between the sexes play a major role. Within this 

context, different TV advertisements for both female and male products are object of the study. 

Hence, the study’s interest is also to identify differences in the way women and men act in 

females’ or males’ product advertisements respectively, in order to not come to a lopsided 

conclusion.  

In addition, when performing a Critical Discourse Analysis, the researcher always 

attempts to explore the underlying implications of the findings, i.e. it is of interest to critically 

engage with the results and their potential consequences for society, in this particular case the 

recipients of the TV advertisements as a certain social group. Of course, this analysis is mainly 

based on an interpretative dealing with the findings and easily can be disputed, especially if 

taking into account that the selection of the exemplifying TV advertisements is not 

representative for gender representation in advertisement in general. Nevertheless, there is 

some room for normative approaches; the selective choice of the researcher is based on the 

effort to find some remarkable examples. In fact, by performing a CDA the researcher seeks to 

draw out ideological constructs of a society; by unveiling connotations in media content the 

researcher is pursuing the objective to extract these ideologies that are communicated through 

text, or in the case of this study, nonverbal communication in TV advertisements (Machin & 

Mayr, 2015). 

To once again break down the objectives of the study – the modeling appears to be rather 

complex – it is of scientific interest to investigate how gender representation in advertisements 

is communicated regarding the interaction of the female and male actors/models. This 

construction is subsequently linked to the stereotyping of the sexes and the societal implications 
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that go in accordance with this process. To meet these contemplated objectives and to tie the 

problem to the project/case, the following research questions are posed as points of departure 

for the study. Each research question will be dealt with examining all TV advertisements that are 

part of the case study using the CDA, a procedure that may bare a comparative character of the 

process: 

RQ1: How is the physical (nonverbal) interaction between women and men and the 

spatial context in ‘gendered advertisements’ depicted?  

RQ2: What does this interaction imply regarding the relationship between the sexes?  

RQ3: What does the spatial context within the TV advertisements tell about gender-

related attributes? 

Answering these research questions, the academic motivation of the study and its 

method can be stated as follows: since there is already some research on gender portrayal in 

advertising this study is conceived to provide knowledge about the representation of the sexes 

regarding their specific behavior in TV advertisements on a more detailed level, with emphasize 

placed on their interaction as to shed light on how just this representation takes place. Which 

symbols are used and what do they imply? By examining TV advertisements for 

fragrances/perfumes the study expands the theorization on a specific case.  

 

2. Research Review 

In the following, a presentation of existing studies and state of the art research on the 

field of interest that is important for this scientific work will take place. This presentation goes 

beyond a simple compilation of previous research; its purpose is to map the field and to locate 

this thesis’ purpose as a contribution to existing research. Potential gaps remaining in the field 

will be revealed that subsequently motivate the study that forms the basis of this thesis’ research 

design. 

 

2.1 Research examining the existence of gender-related social roles and 

stereotypes in advertising 

As already mentioned, the portrayal of gender in advertisement, especially the 

representation of women, is a field of interest that has been dealt with for decades. Significant 

emphasize has been placed upon the concept of objectification. This part of the review deals with 
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the body of research that has been done on the detection of stereotypes in advertisement; mainly 

with the aim to extract frequencies and common stereotypes, not primarily on the explicit 

construction of these stereotypes. 

In their long term-study published in 1990, using a content analysis as a method, 

Ferguson, Kreshel and Tinkham analyzed advertisements in a self-proclaimed (feminist) 

women’s magazine (‘Ms.’) with a clear stance against sexist advertisement. Regarding 

advertisements in the magazine throughout the years 1973-1987 the scholars detected a slight 

decrease of women in decorative and subordinate roles; on the other hand, women were 

increasingly represented as alluring sex objects. This phenomenon was explained by a shift in 

the construct of sexism. The role portrayal of men was not explicitly tackled.  

To name another early example, Caballero and Solomon (1984) came to a similar 

conclusion, although their content analytical study on TV advertisements focused primarily on 

social roles. They attested an increasing independence of women, not anymore entirely ‘confined 

to kitchen and bathroom’ (p. 105). On the other hand, men were more and more depicted to 

engage into matters of housekeeping and recreational activities, breaking with the stereotypical 

role of the man as a professional and ‘breadwinner’. Nevertheless, the scholars also noticed an 

increasing focus on the appearance and physical attractiveness of the acting women. Finally, the 

predominantly male voice-overs were considered a symbol for men being perceived as having 

expertise and authority. 

Tartaglia’s and Rollero’s (2015) cross-national content analysis on Italian and Dutch 

newspaper advertisements delivered findings that refer to the portrayal of men in a 

professional/working role and women in a decorative/attractive and/or recreational role. This 

stereotyping was stronger in the Italian newspaper, supporting the scholar’s hypothesis Italy 

being the more gender-unequal country compared to the Netherlands. The results suggest that 

gender-related social roles persist over time and that the effort to overcome this problem was 

not of durable nature; with the outcome that advertising appears to move backwards away from 

becoming gender neutral and again towards a traditional allocation of roles. Other studies came 

to the same conclusion, e.g. Bartsch, Burnett, Diller & Rankin-Williams, 2000; Lin, 1997; Gentry 

& Harrison, 2010. Within this context a discussion has emerged that deals with the effects of 

advertisement on the society’s perception of traditional social roles and that addresses the 

ethical responsibility of advertising and marketing professionals and the institutionalization of 

stereotypical gender portrayal in the advertising industry (Tuncay Zayer & Coleman, 2015).  

To detect stereotypes in gender advertising was also the objective of Knoll, Eisend and 

Steinhagen (2011) in their content analytical study on German TV advertisements. In addition, 
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they made a distinction between public and private TV channels with the aim to unveil potential 

differences in stereotyping. They also came to the result that stereotyping is still prevalent in TV 

advertisements, in both channel categories. Those findings regarding the apparently quite 

common practice of stereotyping women and men in advertising were rather similar to the 

results of comparable studies in other countries and across cultural borders, both on TV and 

print advertisement (Verhellen, Dens & de Pelsmacker, 2016; Prieler, Ivanov & Hagiwara, 2014). 

Knoll et al.’s (2011) study also focused on social roles and noted dependence as an attribute 

women are frequently linked to; and authority as a traditional male characteristic. Another 

significant finding was that women are more likely to be stereotyped than men.  

A study that has perfume advertisements as an object of investigation was performed by 

Tuna and Freitas (2012). This study was also focusing on gender portrayal in order to detect 

frequently used patterns. The scholars pointed out that a product type like perfumes is 

somewhat elusive and therefore is promoted by the creation of a ‘fictional beautified world’ to 

‘replace the lack of hard facts’ (p. 105). This may be the result of the difficulty to deliver olfactory 

characteristics (perfumes are supposed to ‘smell good’) in a visual medium; in addition, the 

scholars refer to the fact that – at least in the Western world – the sense of sight is still more 

relevant than the sense of olfaction. The depicted fantasy settings are mainly described as 

recurring clusters thematizing eroticism, love and life-style and also very sophisticated 

environments often related to the fashion world. The themes of these advertisements are usually 

of exotic or urban nature. Further findings of the study go in accordance with comparable 

studies on advertisements already presented in this chapter: women often appear in ‘scarcely 

appareled’ roles with emphasize placed on sensuality while men are usually represented in a 

professional or casual manner. But: there was also an increase of male actors in ‘naked’ roles. 

Furthermore, perfume advertisements increasingly depict heterosexual pairs; a portrayal that is 

considered ‘normal’.  

 

2.2 Research on the recipients’ perception of gender stereotyping in 

advertisements  

As already mentioned in the introduction, a theoretical and interpretative discussion on 

the effect that TV advertisements exploiting gender stereotypes might have on recipients will 

also be part of this study. Of course, this theoretical examination will not primarily rely on the 

analysis of the empirical data, even though the researcher is to some degree a recipient of the 

exemplifying TV advertisements and will incorporate his very own perceptions to the analysis. 

Once again, the interest focus is placed on attitude and behavior. The effects of idealized 
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appearance in media on recipients have been the object of research before, both examining the 

assessment of women and men. For instance, Richins (1990) found some evidence that young 

women tend to compare themselves with models that act as product testimonials, contrasting 

the communicated idealizing attributes to themselves resulting in a lowered satisfaction of the 

own. Hence, the advertisements caused an alteration of comparison standards; after viewing 

advertisements starring models average women were rated less attractive by the participants of 

the study (Richins, 1990).  

Not just the perception of female beauty ideals and the potential influence of 

advertisements on these ideals are object of research, matters of masculinity and the 

representation of men in media more often are of scientific interest, too. Feasey’s (2009) study 

on TV advertisement of ‘Lynx’ male body care products (deodorants and shower gels) 

surprisingly delivered different findings. In this particular case, the product itself is the source of 

superiority giving power to the depicted everyman men. Nevertheless and even though not 

represented by traditional characteristics of masculinity, the man maintains his dominance over 

his competitors (and women who are represented as subordinate). This again goes in 

accordance with the traditional view of hegemonic hierarchy that needs to be maintained by the 

individual male (Feasey, 2009). One could say that in this specific example the display of 

traditional ideals of masculinity is somehow new, the implication however remains the same: 

men are supposed to overpower their opponents not necessarily physically but using other 

qualities. This attitude is communicated via advertisements. Feasey’s study is of particular 

interest for the study that will be performed in this scientific work since it also focuses on TV 

advertisements on products that are related to one or the other sex and that promote products 

promising to have a certain impact on the opposite sex.  

But not just the perception of the recipient’s own affiliation in gender advertisement is of 

interest. Orth and Holancova (2004) found some evidence that gender advertisements favored 

the most by female recipients is favored the least by males and vice versa. Consequentially, using 

stimuli triggered experiments, the scholars found that there was a significant difference of the 

perception of advertisements represented by the opposite sex: females and males respectively 

favor advertisements that display members of the own sex. Both, female and male recipients 

disapproved advertisements that portrayed all too dominant gender portrayals of the opposite 

sex. Hence, the scholars came to the conclusion that inappropriate gender advertisements may 

have a negative effect on members outside the intended target group (‘in-group’). Not 

comparing the perception of women and men on gender advertising but examining the 

effectiveness of traditional vs. non-traditional stereotypes was the objective of Zawisza and 
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Cinnirella (2010) in their experimental study. The findings suggested that stereotypes 

themselves are anyhow in use and widely accepted; but contemporary definitions of social roles 

are increasingly enjoying a bigger popularity among recipients, although not yet frequently 

implemented in practice.  

Going beyond the (dis)approval of recipients and taking gender equality as a normative 

point of departure, the question what is inappropriate and what is not can also be examined by 

regarding the advertisement protagonists’ interaction with each other, looking beyond the mere 

representation of social roles and stereotypes. This is, as already mentioned, one of the main 

interests of the subsequent study. 

 

2.3 Remaining gaps in the body of research and positioning of the study  

The findings verify that gender portrayal has been definitely in flux over time. 

Nevertheless, a renunciation of stereotyping women and men in general did not take place at 

any time. The reviewed studies most have in common that a quantitative content analysis was 

implemented to answer the question whether patterns (social roles, stereotypes, objectifications 

etc.) in gender portrayal in advertisement can be detected, with affirming findings. However, 

none of these studies were conceived to examine how this representation connotatively takes 

place and how action and interaction of the actors in the TV advertisements is depicted. Usually, 

attributes that are ‘stereotype-constructing’ are extracted from physical appearance and role-

playing; this scientific study follows the assumption that stereotypes are also constructed by 

portraying specific behavior, sometimes subtly connoted and consequently ‘hidden’. There is 

little research on how interaction between the sexes in advertisements contributes to a 

construction of social roles, stereotypes and objectifications that are frequently detected in this 

kind of research. Resulting from that, the question how the representation regarding dominance 

and agency is shaped remains rather untouched; as well as the social implications for women 

and men that could be linked to the through the medium communicated contents. It is also the 

question if the sexes are really represented the way one would expect, in traditional roles. In 

addition, a discussion on the impact of depicted settings and their role representing gender is 

also scarcely dealt with. The environment in advertisements is mainly taking into account when 

it refers to the profession or the activity of the actors; symbolism and connotations referring to 

gender attributes so far have not been taken into account explicitly. Tuna’s and Freita’s (2012) 

study marks an exception; their findings suggested that rather fantastical settings are used to 

advertise products that are somewhat elusive. Nevertheless, their study also lacks to build a 
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bridge between the depicted environments and the gender-related traits that are communicated 

through these environments.  

Therefore, this study is conceived to shed light on these gaps and rather untouched areas 

of interest within the research field. In particular the fact that there are only a few qualitative 

studies on gender portrayal in TV advertisements (and even fewer (visual) CDAs) motivates a 

CDA with the aim to contribute some practical data to the vast amount of content analytical 

research that has been so far published (cf. Navarro-Beltrá & Martín Llaguno, 2012). This 

procedure could help to explain how traditional desires and fantasies become reality in media 

production.  

 

3. Theoretical framework 

In this chapter, a presentation of some concepts related to gender theories will take place 

in order to provide a theoretical fundament for the thesis and its study and the subsequent 

assessment. This is necessary to restrict the field to some extent and to conceptualize the study 

and its intended research aim. The analysis of the material (TV advertisements) will be based on 

and regarding these theoretical approaches. As mentioned above, a CDA is often conceived to 

unveil social drawbacks. Hence, the analysis and subsequently the discussion tackling these 

theoretical concepts will be to some degree of normative nature. 

The main concepts presented in this chapter are the gender theories of sexism and 

feminism and masculinism – all theories in connection to advertising. These concepts of course 

are rooted in social sciences but they are nevertheless of crucial relevance for the given case. By 

analyzing TV advertisements these gender theories are translated into a media-scientific 

context. Chapter 4 which deals with the methodology used for the study also contains notions 

tackling these theories, mainly linking them to ideology since a CDA and its consequential 

critical engagement with the given case is always based on ideological and normative 

assumptions.  

 

3.1 Sexism and gender stereotyping in the media 

According to Cortese (2004, p. 51) sexism “is any attitude, behavior, institutional 

arrangement, or policy that favors one gender over another”. Sexism is most likely as old as 

mankind itself and derives from biological characteristics of and most importantly differences 

between women and men. The projection of these physical differences on social role allocation 

has a long tradition; men ever since have been linked to attributes like strength, authority and 



Gender Representation in TV Advertising regarding Social Interaction 

13 

 

dominance (‘warriors and hunters’, i.e. the family’s protector and breadwinner) while female 

traits are commonly linked to tasks like house-keeping, giving birth and raising children etc., 

caring for the family on a rather domestic level. The result of this dichotomy is a traditional 

understanding that women and men are supposed to stick to their roles, not crossing borders 

and not interfering with the respective domains. These archaic principles are still visible in our 

modern times despite a blurring of the lines is occurring. To highlight it once again, the 

opposition of these assumptions of course is of normative nature. The term sexism nowadays 

appears to be negatively connoted resulting from efforts that foster gender equality. In the 

context of this theoretical conceptualization the term, for now, is used following a more neutral 

understanding without a normative assessment; it will merely help to highlight deeply rooted 

traditions within society that are expressed without bad faith. A normative evaluation will follow 

in the subsequent chapters. 

Despite being rather negatively connoted in a social context, this general concept can be 

frequently observed examining the practical procedures of advertising. In fact, “advertising sells 

much more than products; it sells values and cultural representations, such as success and 

sexuality” (Cortese, 2004, p. 51). In line with the superficial disintegration of the classic 

allocation of social roles we experience today, advertising also has changed over the years, 

seemingly moving on to a more neutral interpretation of gender portrayal. The reality 

nevertheless differs from this perception. Mainly portraying women in advertisements as ‘stay-

at-home mums’ some decades ago – an undoubtedly sexist action – the representation of 

stereotypes has maybe turned into a more subtle affair. Nowadays, advertising professionals 

frequently use sex appeal as a universal female trait. The line between sexy and sexist however is 

exceptionally fine as Miller (2005) states. All too often sex appeal would be exploited in an 

inappropriate way, relying on traditional demographic perceptions and methods debasing 

women to mere objects. To present sexiness per se is not necessarily a practice that needs to be 

abandoned but it should be used with consideration and good timing, argues Miller. Although 

not that frequently dealt with in the discussion, men are also objectified and reduced to certain 

attributes, as Feasey (2009) exemplifies. Feasey’s study pointed out that men just as women are 

forced to conform to societal expectations in order to stay in line with common traits of 

manliness. It of course can be argued if the stereotyping of men leaves males in a better position 

as their female counterparts. Nevertheless, stereotyping and consequential sexism within 

advertising appears to be a phenomenon that not only tackles females.  

The result is, as already visible in the literature review, a construction and thematization 

of contemporary gender-related stereotypes as role models that are still influenced by tradition 
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(Croteau, Hoynes & Milan, 2012). But is it eligible to put sexism on the same level with 

stereotyping? Gender stereotypes mostly depict ideals defining social roles, beauty, and 

appropriate behavior as well as life-style matters as they are still traditionally rooted in a 

cultural environment. Advertisements have a tremendous impact on gender identity, using 

idealized images of women and men; and vice versa media adapt perceptions that can be found 

in a society. Despite also using provocation as a tool to generate attention, media mainly seek to 

satisfy and to go in accordance with ideological believes and understandings that are shared by 

the majority of the potential recipients, as Croteau, Hoynes and Milan (2012) state. The media 

in general “give us pictures of social interaction and social institutions that, by their sheer 

repetition, on a daily basis, can play important roles in shaping broad social definitions. In 

essence, the accumulation of media images suggests what is ‘normal’ (…) and what is ‘deviant’; 

(…) marginalizing or neglecting people who are different from the mass-mediated norm” 

(Croteau, Hoynes & Milan, 2012, p. 157). Accordingly, this is the common way how 

advertisement campaigns create a persuasive effect with the central aim of convincing people to 

prefer a specific product or service over another. On the other hand, a misconception of 

commonly shared attitudes would cause a negative impact which demands a certain familiarity 

with the underlying societal understandings. Simply said, advertisements create displays of 

people looking and behaving the way recipients (i.e. ‘we’) think they should. Without any doubt, 

these representations do not portray social reality (Goffman, 1976). This contradiction is 

promising to cause some social problems, e.g. objectification and consequential discrimination 

that could turn into an antagonist to the endeavors promoting gender equality. For instance, by 

particularly thematizing differences “media can become part of the spectacle of the bizarre” 

(Croteau, Hoynes & Milan, 2012, p. 157). 

It becomes obvious that a certain dilemma is present in this construct: while gender 

equality in our (Western) societies is promoted as and widely considered something favorable, 

people – and media as symbiotic actors – unconsciously/unintentionally seem to build up a 

counterpart to this proclaimed ideal. Again, this is not necessarily the result of bad intentions; it 

is rather the legacy of sticking to traditional archaic ideologies that subliminally shape our 

everyday life.  

 

3.2 Feminism and masculinism in opposition to advertising practices  

This part of the theoretical conceptualization will deal with social movements that at 

least to some degree question the methods of media practices. The theories of feminism and 

masculinism are somehow the approaches trying to establish an opposition to sexism, even 
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though the concepts somehow are intertwined with each other. Without sexism (‘gender 

inequality’ detectable in all kinds of situations) there would have been no need conceiving 

feminist and masculinist approaches. The widely accepted idea of feminist movements is to 

achieve and establish equal political, economic, social etc. rights for women and to actively fight 

misogyny (Beasley, 1999). Especially in modern times however, feminism seems to be more 

complex and is perceived and performed differently, many different understandings and 

philosophies are expressed. Anyhow, the concept of feminism will be used according to Beasley’s 

definition to facilitate the structure of the discussion. The traditional understanding of feminism 

implicates potential clashes with practical advertising, as the research review and the theoretical 

examination of sexism and gender stereotyping already displayed. In contrast to sexism, 

feminism and to some degree masculinism are mostly social movements that pursue a certain 

aim, namely to break down gender inequality. Going in accordance with Beasley’s definition, the 

intention of these movements is to fight just the phenomenon of sexism that was previously 

introduced. Taking the apparent subtlety of modern day sexism into account, these movements 

appear to find its limits. While being very effective in fighting obvious drawbacks – e.g. banning 

political and economic inequality – these normative initiatives somehow lack to attack the 

source of the problem. Feminism “points out that there are gender differences and argues that 

the gendered position of the understanding subject has a part to play in, and makes a difference 

to, the activity of understanding” (Barnard, 2011, p. 89). This statement suggests that the way 

someone conceives and interprets a messages is dependent on the own position. It is always 

difficult to tackle issues that are hard to detect and define, that are not visible as an apparent 

disproportion, noticed by everyone. Believes and attitudes that are expressed publicly and on a 

social basis are harder to ban than sexist policies. But: this ‘soft sexism’ (not officially 

constituted, e.g. on a social level) seems to be the origin of all gender inequality. Traits that are 

linked to femininity and masculinity are translated into advertising patterns that are harder to 

challenge since they are backed up by societal traditions. Potential hegemony – connecting 

questions of culture, power and ideology – can be established basing on the public’s consent 

and/or the use of power, as Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci (1971) already stated in the 1920s 

and ‘30s. Since the media in our societies do not make use of any kind of force advertisers may 

argue that there methods are publicly accepted (Croteau, Hoynes & Milan, 2012).  

In addition, questioning the practices of an industrial sector is also an endeavor that is 

promising not to be fruitful. Dines and Humez (1995, p. 73) state that “feminist efforts to 

redefine gender ideals for advertisers in the 1970s and 1980s met with disbelief, resistance and 

downright hostility”. Lobbyism in this context cannot be ignored. Apparently, this has not 
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changed throughout the years. In April 2016, German minister of justice, Heiko Maas, declared 

that he was planning to ban any kind of advertising that portrays women and men as sexual 

objects; with the aim to “establish modern images of the sexes”. This proposal was immediately 

opposed from different positions, with different arguments; for instance, comparisons to 

restrictive religious societies were drawn5.  

The term of masculinism is comparable to feminism although not as traditionally rooted 

as the feminist counterpart. This is perhaps because of the fact that societies have been mostly 

patriarchal throughout history, and therefore the concept was not needed in order to define a 

distinction; an emancipation of men never was required. Nevertheless, in relation to advertising 

matters the concept also cannot be left out of consideration. It mainly focuses on the rights and 

needs of men, again linked to values, opinions and attitude (Bunnin & Yu, 2008). Although 

masculinism is not necessarily contradicting to feminism and vice versa, the concept can be 

interpreted differently just as feminism. Does the approach seek to establish gender-equality or 

is it of interest to place emphasize on male attributes, promoting an understanding of men 

representing the ‘strong sex’ as a counterpart to the female gender, the ‘fair sex’? Men are also 

frequently stereotyped in advertising, also limited to few attributes that are considered to 

promote ‘manliness’, as Feasey’s (2009) study exemplifies. Potential social implications could 

bare the risk that men just like women feel pressured to fit into these common stereotypical 

roles maybe resulting in a lowered self-esteem. This applies to both physical and psychological 

traits. Like their female counterparts, men in advertising mostly are depicted in a certain way. 

They ideally act dominant (both compared to women and to opponents of the same sex), appear 

to be successful and professional, have a well-shaped muscular body and most importantly 

attract women with their distinctive attitude. All these traits were detected by previous research 

as reviewed in the second chapter. As stated before, this portrayal is of fantastic nature; in 

reality, men probably do not act that way. Not all men work out, wear expensive designer-suits 

and try to overpower any potential opponent threatening their supremacy. In addition, 

masculinity is also commonly related to heterosexuality, and often acts as an opposition to any 

kind of therefrom dissenting sexual orientation (Blais & Dupuis-Déri, 2011). Homosexual 

contents appear to be rarely found in the media. It seems to be possible that male homosexuality 

is sometimes linked to feminine traits, opposing to traditional perceptions of ‘manliness’. These 

misguided assumptions can be summarized under the term of homophobia. Homophobia in this 

context also is a remnant of old traditions, of course also related to religious believes. In some 

                                                           
5 http://www.spiegel.de/kultur/gesellschaft/sexistische-werbung-kritik-an-maas-ist-falsch-kolumne-a-

1087102.html , retrieved April 14th 2016 
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big world religions – e.g. Christianity, Islam, to some degree Hinduism and Judaism – 

homosexuality still is scorned. For example, the bible as well as the Torah contain explicit 

paragraphs that chastise homosexuality. This might lead to societal conventions to go in 

accordance with this dealing, even though the impact of religion (at least in the Western world) 

seems to decline steadily. Of course, advertising practices are not necessarily homophobic but 

the exploitation of traditional ‘manliness’ on one hand and the ignoring of representing the 

whole spectrum of sexual orientation on the other hand leaves a certain after-taste. In addition, 

masculinism is sometimes more generally related to a negatively connoted position, promoting 

the attributes of manliness to oppose feminism (“(more generally) anti-feminism, machismo”, 

Oxford English Dictionary, 2000). This again is a result of the tradition imaging males as the 

strong and dominant sex, deriving from ancient understandings of excluding women.  

From a normative point of view, feminism and masculinism have in common that they 

can be interpreted as approaches to defend the rights of the respective sex in order to generate 

gender equality. This definition will be used for the analysis and the discussion since the study is 

conceived to critically engage with the practices of advertising. Bringing the concepts together 

with the practical traits of advertising, one can argue that the sexist way advertisements are 

often constructed mark a point of criticism movements promoting gender equality could refer 

to. 

 

4. Method and materials  

In this chapter, the method of (visual) critical discourse analysis will be introduced in 

combination with a brief model that links the method to the theoretical concepts that were 

presented in the previous chapter. In addition, the motivation for the study’s particular 

methodological design will be presented by explaining why the certain instruments of CDA used 

throughout the analysis were selected and how they will be utilized throughout the performance 

of the examination. To begin with and since a CDA is a qualitative method the first section of the 

chapter will briefly deal with the main principles of qualitative research in order to build up a 

sound fundament and to clarify the study’s claim. Concluding the chapter, a presentation of the 

visual denotations of the used materials – namely TV advertisements – the CDA is applied to 

will be presented. It is inevitable to give a short abstract summarizing the content of each of the 

TV advertisements, of course, without a premature dealing with implications and underlying 

meanings. Plus, the researcher’s selective choice will be explained briefly; there is undoubtedly a 

tremendous amount of TV advertisements that meet the selection criteria. Nevertheless, the 

researcher sets the limit to four TV advertisements; a bigger sample would potentially go beyond 
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the scope of the study. Moreover, the study’s objective – going in accordance with the principles 

of qualitative methods in general – is not to obtain generalizable and standardizable findings. 

The approach rather seeks to get first insights to a field that yet has not been frequently tackled 

in research. The findings and results of this study potentially could lead to the construction of 

hypotheses that could build the framework for a quantitative study. Before a statistical dealing 

with this quite narrow and rather undefined field of interest can take place, qualitative research 

provides some first assumptions and comprehensions that help to map the field.  

 

4.1 The principles of qualitative research 

The juxtaposition of qualitative methods to quantitative research has a long tradition. In 

fact, the two proceedings are not necessarily opposing to each other. Qualitative research is 

mainly used to get access to a field that appears to be rather untouched, to obtain a first 

understanding of concepts that have not been examined before. Therefore, qualitative methods 

are used as ‘exploration tools’. In comparison to quantitative methods that use numbers and 

statistical proceedings, qualitative methods are based on empirical data that is extracted from 

textual, observational or linguistic content, or in the case of this study, visual/iconographic 

content. The approach is based on an interpretative process; the objective is to make sense of 

the meaning of a certain phenomenon. The social implications of this phenomenon 

subsequently are classified (Flick, 2007).  

The nature of qualitative research relying on an inductive process is another difference 

between qualitative and quantitative research. While quantitative research aims to verify or 

falsify preset clear-cut hypotheses, qualitative research does not use hypotheses that are 

constructed ex ante. It is rather based on research questions build up on some not narrowly 

defined assumptions that in the following, by analyzing the empirical data, will become more 

detailed. By not relying on preset hypotheses qualitative methods are used to prevent a 

premature narrowing of the research interests and its field; a procedure that could lead 

researchers to unintentionally neglecting notable information. This is the reason why qualitative 

research is often used prior to quantitative studies that focus on a certain phenomenon that was 

qualitatively detected. As stated before, qualitative research is mostly instrumentalized to 

approach untouched fields of interest, not primarily to find causalities. Flick (2014) states that 

qualitative research is more appropriate to shed light on social phenomena that are in constant 

flux and that cannot be explained properly by just using statistical methods in order to extract 

causalities. Qualitative research concepts are open for changes which helps to adjust the method 

and the theory to volatile developments in order to fathom social and societal mechanisms. In 
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accordance, Witzel (1985, p. 228) argues that qualitative methods enable researchers to “let the 

empirical data speak”, in opposition to merely reducing it to numbers and numeral information. 

For example, it is rather complicated to break down the connoted meaning of a text or image by 

using statistical techniques. 

In addition, the process of qualitative research grants an important role to the 

researcher. Due to the fact that interpretation is never completely objective and that conclusions 

are always to some degree influenced by the researcher’s own perception, the findings usually 

are not generalizable and can be disputed. For instance, differences in ideological perceptions in 

particular are quite often the reason why debates emerge. But to highlight it once again: 

qualitative methods do not raise any claim that findings obtained by qualitative studies easily 

can be generalized. The objective is to make assumptions; quantitative studies in the following 

can come to generalizable results.  

All these principle are applicable to the specific case of this scientific work and will help 

to approach the research problem and its consequential research questions. It is not of interest 

to detect frequencies or significances, the study aims to engage with the construction of 

understandings and meanings of a certain phenomenon and its social implications. Such 

findings can only be obtained in a qualitative and interpretative process.  

 

4.2 Preset theoretical assumptions and brief modeling of the study 

To link the method of CDA to the theoretical concepts introduced in chapter 3 a brief 

model to back up the study’s procedure will be conceived. The idea is – and at the same time one 

of the few preset assumptions – that the social phenomenon of sexism plays the role as a 

normative antagonist and expresses itself manifoldly in media content. Notions of this social 

drawback may be detectable in TV advertisements by performing a CDA with the aim to show 

that sexism nowadays also operates on a rather subtle level that goes beyond the obvious 

portrayal of gender-related social roles. The specific CDA tools that will be presented in the 

following are adequate to unveil this subtlety. By focusing on behavioral interaction between the 

sexes and connotations hidden in the spatial context/the setting of the advertisements this study 

seeks to meet these objectives. The discussion succeeding the analysis will once again pick up 

the concept of sexism and will contemplate feminism and masculinism as counterparts to 

sexism within the argumentation. Hence, this study to some degree breaks with the commonly 

used image of gender advertising exploiting only certain gender-related social roles to construct 

gender stereotypes.  
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These assumptions on the other hand will only mark the point of departure for the study; 

it is the researcher’s interest not to focus merely on the ideas that ex ante were used to build a 

framework for the project. Once again, the study’s design is open to changes or new approaches 

even during the analysis. 

 

4.3 The method of visual critical discourse and the selection of relevant 

instruments 

The method employed in this study will be a visual critical discourse analysis, i.e. an 

examination of iconographic traits of the media content (TV advertisements for 

perfumes/fragrances in this particular case) will take place. It is of eminent interest how the 

visual communication in the exemplary TV advertisements is used to create meaning. Machin 

and Mayr’s (2015) work on the methodological concepts of CDA will serve as the fundament of 

the study.  

CDA is a method that seeks to extract hidden and buried meanings and ideological 

understandings that can be found in media content. This content can be text, but also visual 

communication, since not just language and textual content carry meaning. Images, and also 

moving images, always deliver a certain message, on two levels: the denotation (depiction; what 

can be seen) and the connotation (which ideas and values are communicated and represented; 

and how are does this representation takes place). Therefore, CDA is a method that goes beyond 

the rather descriptive linguistic approaches that have been used earlier and is of major interest 

for media and communication studies in order to analyze (media) content. The word ‘critical’ 

indicates that the researcher keeps a certain distance to the data, trying to embed the material in 

the social sphere. A healthy degree of self-reflection is required (Wodak, 2001).  

Ideology and power are key terms when performing a CDA. Fairclough (2010, p. 129) 

argues that “the concept of hegemony implies the development in various domains of civil 

society (…) of practices which naturalize particular relations and ideologies, practices that are 

largely discursive”. Hegemony in this context is defined as “intellectual and moral leadership” 

(Forgacs, 1988, p. 249). Hegemony and discourse are linked to each other, language and text are 

constantly used to establish hegemonic understandings in order to found power relations, and at 

the same time to replace existing conventions with newer concepts. Hence, discoursal practices 

are used to sustain or undermine power relations (Fairclough, 2010). Wodak (2001) states that 

discourse is used by the powerful to create meaning; language itself is not considered powerful. 

Language rather indexes power, it is used as a means to an end. Taking this into account, it 

appears that the successful establishing of ideological power and hegemony is to some degree 
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reliant on the support by the masses. That means that media practices seek to meet conventional 

believes of the broad majority of the audience. According to Fairclough (2010) this development 

can lead to ideological positions becoming commonsensical. Machin and Mayr (2015) suggest 

that language is used for the purpose not just to communicate but to construct social reality and 

domination. The objective of performing a CDA is just to unveil power relations and the way 

ideology and hegemony are expressed through discourse. 

In general, images and also moving images are widely considered being messages 

themselves, potentially carrying the same importance as text. This message is “formed by a 

source of emission, a channel of transmission and a point of reception” (Barthes, 1993, p. 15). 

That means that the producers, the channels through which content is distributed and 

eventually the audience define, how a message is perceived. French semiotician Roland Barthes 

(1993) suggests that almost every image contains a connotation besides the rather obvious 

denotative traits. The messages communicated through these connotations are mostly of 

intended origin. 

In the case of TV advertising the producers are trying to create campaigns that 

intentionally deliver a message that is closely linked to ideological traits that are shared by the 

target group. Cultural allusions are always hidden in images, as well as allusions referring to 

general cultural practices. With the attempt to simulate reality media paraphrase the society 

they are placed in (Messaris, 1996). According to Machin and Mayr (2015) power is essential in 

(re-)production of social reality and is delivered through communication. Advertisers as 

representatives of big and popular companies have this kind of power; in our ‘capitalist’ 

consumer societies successful companies communicate a certain life-style that many can 

identify themselves with. Most of the time these attitudes enjoy support and trust. This 

relationship is therefore reciprocal and symbiotic; an advertising campaigns that somehow 

would dissent from commonly shared values and perceptions risks to be less effective. Applying 

to the given case and in accordance with the results of the literature review in chapter 2 one 

could assume that subliminal gender stereotyping in the media is a practice that is widely spread 

and accepted although not considered openly sexist.  

The CDA instruments that will be exercised throughout the analysis refer to visual 

semiotic choices that are made by the content’s producers in order to create meaning. This 

representation is bound to a certain kind of ideology that is embedded in society and is 

expressed by the denotative and connotative depictions and representations of values, attitudes 

and ideas. One principle used for this study is that TV advertisements most of the time contain 

meaning that goes beyond prosaic denotation (Machin & Mayr, 2015). Of course, the description 
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(denotations; ‘what can be seen’) of the TV advertisements as well is of major importance in 

order to get on overview over the advertisements’ narrative and visual content. Hence, an 

elaborated inspection of the advertisements’ content will follow in the final section of this 

chapter. However, an all too detailed content-analytical examination of the advertisements will 

not take place since it is not essential for the further proceeding.  

Since this study focuses on visual traits only a few instruments of the vast methodology 

that are united under the concept of CDA actually fit in this study. In general, a CDA is primarily 

a research program conceived to analyze text; however, the tools introduced to have a closer 

look at textual content will remain unconsidered. Instead, the four CDA instruments used in the 

subsequent analysis mainly refer to iconography, the description of images, but in this case are 

also applicable to the scientific examination of moving images. The focus will be placed on (1) 

iconography itself regarding the attributes and the setting of the TV advertisements and there 

inherent meaning; (2) salience (features that ‘stand out’) which refers to symbolism that is 

communicated by remarkable visual traits; (3) the gaze and pose of the actors that can be seen 

in the advertisements (special emphasize on gaze throughout interaction); and finally the (4) 

visual representation of transitivity, examining the depiction of what the individuals in the 

advertisements are represented as doing and what indicated social action can be detected. In 

this context, the terms of agency and action need to be considered; describing how dominance 

and passivity is distributed. 

In contrast to the majority of literature dealing with the methodology of CDA, Machin 

and Mayr (2015) have a closer look on the entire spectrum of the program, not merely focusing 

on linguistic traits. This peculiar approach supporting the analysis of images is very suitable for 

this study. 

 

4.3.1 Instrument 1: Iconography (attributes, objects & settings) 

This main reference for this section is Machin and Mayr (2015), pages 49-54. The 

denotation, i.e. what can be seen in the TV advertisements, will be dealt with in the upcoming 

section. At this point the connotative traits of (moving) images and how CDA seeks to draw out 

these traits will be of interest. These iconographic characteristics are closely linked to attributes 

and corresponding objects and settings that can be observed in media content.  

Attributes 

In contrast to denotations connotations are ideas and values that are communicated on a 

level that often is not obviously visible at first sight. In addition, the point of view of the 
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recipient also plays an important role in assessing media content. For instance, an image with a 

certain denotation that on one hand hardly can be argued on the other hand can carry different 

meanings on the connotative level. To extract this meaning demands an interpretative 

elaboration. Nevertheless, it is more likely that members of a shared social and cultural (also 

political) background will perceive connotations similarly, according to the intended message. 

This phenomenon enables media practitioners to use connotative notions to reach a broader 

public in order to spread values and ideological ideas. In this context, connotations might be 

used to communicate messages that maybe are sensitive and that cannot be openly presented. 

Applying to the case of this study, gender portrayal is one of these sensitive fields that demands 

finesse and careful treatment. All too offensive sexism for example could cause some irritation 

by somehow interfering with commonly shared understandings on gender equality. Since 

connotations are not that obvious there is always room to oppose certain interpretations that 

may criticize media practices. By using connotations media to some degree can protect 

themselves from severe consequences. Once again, the remarkable subtlety of the field of gender 

portrayal needs to be pointed out: while open inequality in role allocation in our societies is 

doomed, women and men are still not treated equal which often can be detected in social and 

professional life. These observations are often based on the examination of connotations since 

denotative expression of gender inequality is more or less a taboo. 

Objects 

When dealing with iconography and the communication of values and ideas it is 

inevitable to take objects into account that support this communication. Images that bare 

meaning frequently use objects to emphasize ideological representation. These attributes of 

objects, as Machin and Mayr (2015) label it, are often used as a link to femininity and 

masculinity. In fact, many objects are automatically and unconsciously linked to certain gender 

traits. For example, flowers are often exploited to build a bridge to feminine characteristics; they 

represent beauty, purity and also vulnerability. Male traits on the other hand are often linked to 

toughness and strength, demonstrated by the depiction of e.g. rock, steel etc. The same 

dichotomy applies to colors; pink or reddish colors are commonly connected to femininity while 

blue and darker colors are related to male attributes. These examples are just some of the most 

obvious ones; there are many more that follow the same principle. The result is that objects in 

images used by all kinds of media can almost always be linked to the entirety of the 

representation, whether it supports an ideological, a political and/or a social stance.  
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Settings 

Closely related to the utilization of objects as ‘meaning-carriers’ is the setting that is used 

in media images. Indeed, objects are part of the spatial context or the environment they are 

placed in. Environments tell a lot about what is depicted for example regarding profession, 

activity and characteristics of the represented individuals. Especially in the case of gender 

portrayal in TV advertisements these notions are of tremendous importance. Many of the 

studies reviewed in chapter 2 already dealt with gender stereotypes in connection to social roles. 

Women were often depicted as housewives while men appeared frequently in professional roles. 

An examination of the setting of an advertisement furthermore is promising to unveil this kind 

of stereotyping even if it is not merely represented through role allocation. The selection of the 

settings in advertisements is often closely related to the promoted product or service. When 

household goods are the product of interest the depicted environment of course is most likely 

the kitchen, a laundry room etc. Products related to cars such as tires, spare parts etc. are 

probably presented in a spatial context of a garage. For other products this selection of the 

setting is not that restricted and leaves space for connotations that go beyond the relation to the 

product. For instance, perfumes per se cannot be easily linked to spatial context. Of course, 

practitioners could use perfumeries as sets for their advertisements but this is not very common. 

Instead perfumes are mostly presented communicating a certain life-style or attitude. Since 

perfumes are olfactory products – olfaction is a sense that cannot be conveyed using an 

audiovisual medium – advertisers use this peculiarity to embellish advertisements with fantasy-

like settings that do not portray social reality. Given that and the fact that perfumes and 

fragrances are products that address either females or males as a target group, themes like love, 

seduction and subtle expressions of sexual interaction are often placed into focus. By doing so, 

the interaction of women and men unavoidably gains center stage with a portrayal of the sexes 

that will be the object of investigation in this study. Fantasy plays a major role in advertising in 

general and perfume advertising in particular. Advertisements almost never depict social reality 

but some at least are trying to simulate it. Others use completely fictional or utopian settings to 

trigger the recipients’ desires. These desires are also expressions of eligibility, beauty and role 

modeling and allude to social norms.  

 

4.3.2 Instrument 2: Salience 

The main reference for this section is Machin & Mayr (2015), pages 54-56. Salience is 

where “certain features in compositions are made to stand out, to draw our attention to 

foreground certain meanings” (Machin & Mayr, 2015, p. 54). These remarkable visual features 



Gender Representation in TV Advertising regarding Social Interaction 

25 

 

embrace a strong symbolic character that is communicated through the image. For instance, 

these symbols can relate to culture, the size of the depicted objects or actors can differ in order 

to indicate ranking, some objects or individuals are placed into the focus of the observer, the 

tone and the color of certain components can bare meaning, or are placed into foreground or are 

overlapped by other components again to indicate hierarchy (Machin & Mayr, 2015).  

These techniques are mainly used to catch the recipients’ attention in order to represent 

importance and to create a certain dominance that make actors and objects stand out. Other 

components or individuals in advertising can easily be downgraded to background actors if not 

placed into focus. In the case of gender portrayal this can build a bridge to the visual transitivity 

which is another tool that will be introduced at the end of this section. This instrument rather 

refers to the dominance referring to activity of the portrayed actors but can be expressed 

through salience.  

 

4.3.3 Instrument 3: Gaze and poses 

The main reference for this section is Machin & Mayr (2015), pages 70-76. The 

examinations of gaze and physical poses are combined as the third instrument of visual semiotic 

choices that will be taken into account. The gaze of a person is promising to tell a lot about 

attitudes, intentions and characteristics that are intended to be communicated. The gaze can 

also paraphrase the relationship between two or more persons. In addition, a gaze towards the 

recipient of an image is considered an interaction with the observer, the actor acknowledges that 

he or she is being observed. It can carry meaning and a certain message and it gives the recipient 

the feeling that he is also part of the communication since the gaze into someone’s eyes is 

something personal and demanding. The demand is that the individual in the media content 

“asks something of the viewer in an imaginary relationship, so they feel that their presence is 

acknowledged and, just as someone addresses us in a social interaction, some kind of response 

is required” (Machin & Mayr, 2015, p. 71). If the actors of advertisements do not seek eye contact 

with us or do not acknowledge us, we become regular observers. This role of the recipient can 

have some other implications. For instance, if we witness an intimate erotic encounter we find 

ourselves in a somewhat voyeuristic position. Mimics can be instrumentalized manifoldly to 

communicate on a nonverbal level; facial expression is used to transmit emotions such as joy 

and satisfaction, anger, fear and disappointment or sympathy and antipathy and so on. Many 

advertisements do not even use spoken language or written text to communicate the message 

that is supposed to be transmitted. Nevertheless, by using body language the message mostly 

becomes clear anyway. Moreover, mimic behavior and body language are often considered the 
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purest way of communicating since it takes some effort to fake it. The body language of a person 

tells a lot about its feelings and current condition. Of course, this assumption meets its limits in 

the case of this study. Not just actors are trained to play a certain role; politicians, celebrities 

and other public figures that are frequently presented in the media usually know how or are 

even trained to handle this presence appropriately. Nonetheless, the motive is obvious anyway, 

advertisements seek to promote products and services. In this context, it is not of interest if the 

mimics deliver the actor’s true feelings and honest dedication, it is rather the question how the 

intended message is communicated by mimic behavior and how it is expressed.  

The physical pose of a person often goes in accordance with the mimics and also refers to 

conditions and motivations. An upright carriage of the body provides a person a certain 

authority, maybe even dominance. The posture is used to illustrate people’s emotions just like 

mimics but furthermore “suggests more about them” (Machin and Mayr, 2015, p. 74), it gives us 

more information about their attitude and their character. Small differences in the pose of an 

individual can be strong connotators that tell us something about the person but also about the 

broader values, ideas and identities that are communicated through the image as a whole. The 

sex appeal and sensuality of a women is traditionally deduced from the way she walks, just as a 

man’s self-confidence and charisma is related to the distinctiveness of his body language. This is 

how media practitioners portray women and men, simple because it is the easiest way to make 

sure that recipients unavoidably understand the message. Body language in general differs 

between women and men. This of course derives from the different physique of the sexes but 

can also refer to standards that are inducted by societal norms.  

Not just animals but also humans use poses and body language to communicate 

dominance and submissiveness. When two individuals that hold different hierarchic positions 

interact with each other this difference in social and/or professional ranking is often visible in 

the way the body is postured and presented. In media imagery this phenomenon is for example 

detectable in the portrayal of powerful politicians that interact with subordinates. In the case of 

this study the analysis aims to detect just this hierarchic differences in TV advertisements that 

contain gender portrayal. The question is if actors in the selected examples can be classified by 

their body posture and if the interaction with others builds a contrast regarding dominance and 

submission.  

This leads to the fourth and final CDA tool that will be used to analyze the TV 

advertisements that will be introduced in the upcoming chapter: the visual representation of 

transitivity. 
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4.3.4 Instrument 4: The visual representation of transitivity 

The main reference for this section is Machin & Mayr (2015), pages 131-136. This 

instrument maybe is the most important one for the analysis. It builds a bridge to the depiction 

of traditional social roles in advertisements as they were presented in the literature review. 

When illustrating classic social roles, we might assume that media use a certain symbolic of 

actors doing what they are supposed to do according their social roles. This proceeding would be 

to some degree restrictive; it could limit the extent of activity of the actors. The aforementioned 

tools somehow all lead to the representation of transitivity, the way dominance and passivity is 

depicted. By taking a closer look at this concept, “we see how we perceive people can be shaped 

not only by representational strategies but also by the representation of transitivity or of how 

they are presented as acting or not acting” (Machin & Mayr, 2015, p. 104). By doing so, one can 

again detect certain promoted ideological discourses that are not overtly stated and that are not 

visible at a first glance. 

To analyze transitivity we have to examine ‘what is going on’ in the (moving) image, we 

have to take a closer look at the story that is being told and how it is being told regarding the 

interaction of the actors. Do the actors – that maybe are already placed in their social roles – act 

according to these roles? If the social role is not yet clearly pronounced, the depiction of activity 

and passivity can act as a replacement for this obvious characterization. As stated before, the 

aim of this examination is to unveil these subtle notions. Intertwined with the tools that were 

introduced before, this examination can identify how emphasize is communicated, what appears 

to be important or less important. Especially the focus on agency is of interest. Do the portrayed 

actors behave according to traditional roles or is their attitude somehow dissenting from classic 

role allocation? As stated before, there are understandings of activity and passivity that 

traditionally are linked to the sexes. In fact, we still link behavior to gender-related traits; our 

own behavior is influenced by our sex. This is not necessarily conceived negatively. Women just 

like men often deliberately play their roles and act accordingly to allude to their respective 

feminine and masculine traits. The analysis of the TV advertisements will show if this 

assumption can be supported.  

The analysis of the TV advertisements is based on the utilization of these four 

instruments. It is of interest if the TV advertisements selected as objects of examination contain 

the described phenomena. The tools are selected as the most suitable ones to answer the 

research questions that focus on the interaction and behavior of actors in TV advertisements. 

These tools to examine visual semiotic choices are in many ways similar to the ones that were 

developed to study textual characteristics: they seek to unveil stand-out attributes that carry a 
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(ideological) social meaning and message. Every TV advertisement is analyzed by performing an 

observation that is based on these tools in order to extract underlying meaning and buried 

messages. A specific coding conceived prior to the analysis is not required since every TV 

advertisement will be dealt with individually and since the analysis will be based on 

interpretation. This goes in accordance with the methodology of CDA. Doing so, every finding 

that will be extracted requires a comprehensive explanation how the researcher came to a 

certain conclusion in order to meet the claims of qualitative research.  

 

4.4 Materials 

Four TV advertisements promoting perfumes/fragrances will be the object of 

examination. A short abstract of the denotative content of each advertisement will be provided 

in the following. Perfumes and fragrances are advertised as ‘gendered’ products, i.e. they are 

mostly aimed for women and men respectively. Sometimes, advertisements promote the entire 

products line in one and the same clip, so they are targeted to both women and men. This is the 

case in the example of advertisement 1. Therefore, the materials will be assigned to three 

categories, TV advertisements promoting ‘female’ products, ‘male’ products’ and two products at 

the same time, “female” and “male”. Therefore, the study’s material consists of two TV 

advertisement targeted to women, one targeted to both women and men and one targeted to 

men. It is important that each advertisement portrays both women and men in order to ensure 

that the researcher is enabled to draw conclusions concerning the interaction of the sexes 

represented in the advertisements. If only one category would be taken into account the findings 

could be adulterated due to an incomprehensive selection of materials.  

As stated before, the selection of the TV advertisements does not follow a random 

sampling, the study’s claim is not to provide generalizable findings. It is important to mention 

that a vast variety of advertisements that fit the criteria is available. Hence, the selection of the 

materials is based on the personal choice of the researcher in an attempt to find notable 

examples to answer the research questions. Therefore, the results of the analysis will not be 

unconditionally transferable to TV advertisements in general. The study is designed to solely 

apply to the given cases. TV advertisements on perfumes were chosen as the object of 

examination because of the fact that this certain product category is twofold by reason of its 

relation to the sexes. In addition, perfumes are no objects of utility that would indicate a relation 

to a certain profession or activity; perfumes are rather luxury goods that are not essential for 

daily life. Thus, the advertised products’ purpose is somewhat dispensable and therefore relates 

to life-style matters that can build a bridge to societal norms and role-modelling.  
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TV advertisement 1 

The first TV advertisement6 that will be object of analysis is a commercial by French 

fashion label Jean Paul Gaultier. It is an advertisement for a perfume for women and men, i.e. 

two products are advertised simultaneously. The 72-second advertisement stars a young sailor 

on board of his ship that is on its way to a coastal city. In the beginning, it is early morning just 

before the break of dawn. The athletic man is seen lying awake in the cabin that he shares with 

his sleeping comrades and staring out on the sea through a porthole. The ship’s propeller is 

repeatedly seen as it works its way through the clear water. The next scene shows a young 

women in her bed wearing a negligée, a lamp’s light illuminates her face. She is also awake and 

turns around with a smile on her face. Back on the sea the ship’s horn and bells announce the 

arrival into the port which causes the man to get up of his bed. He puts on a traditional sailor’s 

shirt (white with blue stripes) and moves towards the bow of the ship. In the meantime, the 

women left her bed as well and dresses up in a tight corset that she is tying up in front of a 

mirror. As she does so she appears to move rhythmically. At the moment she pulls one of the 

corset’s strings tight the ship hits the wharf with its steel bow not slowing down, instead making 

its way through the city, shattering the streets. The man is seen to pack his belongings (including 

a perfume flacon of the promoted product) in his duffel bag. He proceeds moving towards the 

bow of the ship, now running and fighting his way through cloth lines that hang from buildings 

the ship passes by. Back at the woman’s place, she puts on some stockings and awaits his arrival. 

As the ship approaches the woman’s building she is moving forward and stands on a balcony. 

The ship’s bow with the man standing on the far end of it finally comes to a stop not without 

hitting the balcony forcing it to collapse. Because of that, the woman slowly takes some steps 

backwards into her room again, not averting her eyes from him who is approaching her. When 

the ship stands still with its bow pushed into the building the two meet and she pulls him closer 

in order to kiss him.  

 

TV advertisement 2 

The second object for the analysis is a 32-second TV advertisement7 by Italian fashion 

label Emporio Armani; the promoted product is a fragrance for men called ‘Armani Code’. The 

entire advertisement is held in black and white. In the beginning, a man is seen in a hotel room 

or something similar. He is topless; some close-ups of his muscular shoulders and chest are 

                                                           
6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x5YkI7BsIOU , retrieved on May 1st 2016 
7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FW0_Qe7LZIU , retrieved on May 2nd 2016 
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shown. When he leaves the bathroom he dresses up with a white shirt. In the next scene – now 

wearing a suit – he walks down a hallway that is dominated by concrete walls. He has a smile on 

his face. In a very short shot the eyes of a woman are visible, looking up, followed by a close-up 

of the man’s left eye that has a rather focused gaze. Next, he approaches a group of elegantly 

dressed people of both sexes that has gathered in a not narrowly defined room. A woman in an 

evening gown is situated in the middle of the group apparently signing autographs to bystanders 

while exchanging smiles and words with them. As he comes closer, some of the bystanders, 

especially two women take notice of him and their eyes follow him; as he approaches the woman 

signing the autographs. When he stands in front of her, she turns and looks up from signing 

another autograph, no longer paying attention to the women and men around her. He gazes at 

her smiling. They have eye contact for a brief moment, more close-ups of their eyes are 

provided. With one hand he closes the book she is holding and that she was about to sign, he 

places his other hand on her waist as he comes closer. They stand face-to-face and move 

rhythmically. In the end he gazes over her shoulder towards the camera, still having a slight 

smile on his face.  

TV advertisement 3 

The third TV advertisement8 that will be examined is a commercial for a perfume for 

women, named ‘Poison Girl’ by French fashion label Dior. The depicted environment is an 

urban context. A young woman in a dark blue dress and short pants is dancing in a music club 

surrounded by other dancers of both sexes, some of them dancing very closely with each other. 

She is smiling with closed eyes. Suddenly she catches the attention of a young man who 

approaches her. They briefly stand face to face gazing at each other. The next scene shows her 

leaving the site through a scarcely illuminated hallway. He follows her after a few moments. He 

catches up with her on a white staircase. As she is standing higher than him she turns around 

and slowly pushes him backwards with her foot against his chest, seemingly denying his 

advances. The focus catches his stunned facial expression from above. Next, he is seen sitting in 

an armchair in a loft during the night. He watches scenes of her in different activities he is 

selecting with a wipe of his finger. It remains unclear how he is able to do so. The scenes are 

projected to a wall. She is caught in different poses; dancing, undressing and lying on her bed, 

barely wearing anything. She repeatedly gazes into the camera. Ultimately, she materializes 

from the projection on the wall in the man’s apartment and walks towards him. He gets up of his 

                                                           
8 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=re4icu2NXO8 , retrieved on May 2nd 2016 
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armchair and the two stand face to face for a moment while the cameras focus is rather placed 

on her.  

 

TV advertisement 4 

The fourth and final TV advertisement9 of the compilation is a commercial by Versace, 

an Italian fashion label. The fragrance’s name promoted in the clip is ‘Eros pour femme’, so the 

product is targeted to women. The depicted setting in the advertisement is rather dark in the 

beginning, bluish colors dominate the scenery. In the beginning, an athletic man only wearing 

shorts is seen stepping up a staircase that is a part of an ensemble of ruined stone columns. He 

is in the middle of a thunderstorm, it is raining heavily and lightning are illuminating the dark 

and cloudy sky. The ruins are located on a rocky shore surrounded by water. He is wielding a 

golden bow and arrow. As he is about to shoot the arrow – his aim is not narrowly defined – a 

women slowly emerges from the clear water. She is seemingly coming from the sea bottom. She 

pushes her head out of the water that only her eyes are visible. The man stops aiming and 

approaches her through the water. As he comes closer, she is slowly pushing her upper body out 

of the water. She is wearing a white silky dress. They stand face-to-face for a moment; she is 

placing her hands on his muscular chest. She then surrounds him still caressing his body. He 

remains rather passive in the process. She then slowly caresses his hand and takes away the 

golden arrow he still is carrying. The two then engage into an erotic encounter kissing and 

caressing each other while he mostly lies on his back with her on top of him. They are still in 

shallow water and golden/yellow bright lights illuminate their bodies. The cuts in this stage of 

the advertisement are fast and hectic compared to the slow proceeding of the scenes in the 

beginning. The focus of the camera is placed on the woman, her face is seen in several close-ups. 

She repeatedly gazes directly towards the camera. In the end the dense blanket of clouds 

disappears and the sun comes up as she is seen from behind walking away through the shallow 

water with the arrow in her right hand. The final scene shows her lying on the side again in the 

shallow water beneath some rocks, weighing the arrow in her hand. She stares into the camera; 

a flacon of the promoted perfume is placed in front of her.  

 

5. Analysis/presentation of findings  

In the fifth chapter of this scientific work, the analysis of the four TV advertisements 

briefly presented in the previous chapter will take place, according to the four introduced 

                                                           
9 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UVeji2ja8jw , retrieved on May 3rd 2016 
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instruments of visual critical discourse analysis. Each tool marks one section in which all 

advertisements will undergo an inspection. Some screenshots taken from the clips will be 

utilized to illustrate and exemplify the observations that can be made. The analysis based on the 

tools is not completely symmetric, i.e. some observations corresponding to the instruments of 

visual CDA are more significant in one example or the other. This of course is the result of the 

different settings and characteristics of the TV advertisements; some are more abstract while 

others tell a broader story. Again, although all examples are part of the analysis the claim is not 

to equally weight the examples in order to compare them. Furthermore, the analysis is mostly 

based on interpretation, which means that the findings are not undisputable; there is always 

room for different understandings and views. The objective is therefore to provide an 

explanation, how each result was extracted from the material using the method of visual critical 

discourse analysis. 

 

5.1 Iconography (attributes, objects & settings) 

All four examples that are taken into account contain strong connotations that are more 

or less obvious and allude to the stereotyping of women and men. This is not very surprising 

since it goes in accordance with the (not nearly defined and restricted) assumptions and 

consequently expectations that the researcher already had prior to the analysis. These 

expectations mainly base on the research review that at an early stage of the study delivered 

some evidence that gender stereotyping is a common practice in TV advertising.  

Attributes 

By examining the attributes that are linked to the portrayed individuals this practice of 

stereotyping is expressed in a first notable demonstration. The women and men starring in the 

advertisements display certain attributes and behavior that could be linked to traits of 

femininity and masculinity. One outstanding attribute is the physical appearance of both women 

and men. Exclusively young and apparently very attractive (beauty is of course in the eye of the 

beholder) individuals are presented that appear to fulfill contemporary gender-related beauty 

ideals. On one hand, all men depicted in the advertisement are to some degree muscular and 

very athletic and have no body hair; the women on the other hand are quite skinny, long-legged 

and have full lips (figure 1). The men’s faces are distinctive while the women’s faces are tender 

and delicate. Both women and men have very clean skin, no beauty flaws (e.g. scars) or all too 

big birthmarks are visible. Although the actors meet commonly shared beauty ideals one could 

say that they do not have any remarkable physical characteristics that could somehow make 
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them stand out of the crowd, make them different; other than their seemingly perfect 

appearance. The woman in TV advertisement 2 has a characteristic birthmark above her lip to 

name an exception. The man in TV advertisement 1 has some tattoos which probably rather 

refer to seamanlike traditions than to body decoration; albeit tattoos nowadays enjoy increasing 

popularity. The fact, that in all advertisements a certain degree of nudity is displayed – women 

and men likewise show a lot of bare skin – suggests that the portrayed actors are sexually 

objectified; they act as ‘sex symbols’ that are supposed to trigger the desire of the observer. Not 

just their physically appearance but also an examination of behavioral traits comes to this 

conclusion. This will take place later in the chapter.  

  

Figure 1: Gender related beauty ideals – muscular man; skinny and long-legged women (TV advertisements 1 & 3)  

Objects 

Besides the apparently communicated ideals of beauty for males and females, the objects 

that are visible and that play a role in the advertisements also seem to be of major importance 

for the representation of gender-related stereotypes. These objects are part of and are embedded 

in the overall setting represented in the TV advertisement. Many objects that are used by or that 

surround the actors can be understood as references to femininity and masculinity respectively. 

Especially the TV advertisements 1 and 4 bare strong connotations regarding the depicted 

objects. The male actors in these examples are linked to traditional professions or activities that 

can be linked to widely accepted masculine traits. The objects to emphasize their occupation 

support this (figure 2). The man in TV advertisement 1 is a sailor, a job that traditionally has 

been practiced by men. The same applies to the male actor in TV advertisement 4, his role can 

be interpreted as representing warrior or a mythological hero from ancient times. In the sailor’s 

advertisement the propeller of the ship is repeatedly shown, made of steel and suggesting 

strength and agility as it is pushing the colossal ship onwards through the water. This power 

seems to be transferred to the men who is frequently shown in the same context. The man in TV 
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advertisement 4 on the other hand wields bow and arrow, an artifact that can be used to kill or 

hunt. Since in this advertisement the story of Roman god of love, Eros, is told (who uses golden 

arrows to ‘spread’ love, not to harm others), this understanding meets its limits. Nevertheless, 

someone who is not perfectly familiar with ancient mythologies might come to the described 

conclusion. These characteristics appear to refer to the dominance that is used to represent 

masculinity and supremacy, according to contemporary understandings that to some degree 

derive from traditional perspectives and perceptions.  

  

Figure 2: The representation of stereotypical male dominance and strength through objects (TV advertisements 4 & 1)  

The portrayed women on the other hand are often surrounded by artifacts that seem to 

connote to female traits. In TV advertisement 1 the women is depicted lying in a soft and 

comfortable bed surrounded by elegant furniture giving the impression of alluding to her female 

characteristics and stands in strong contrast to the industrial and cold context of the ship, her 

male counterpart is placed in. In TV advertisement 4 the presentation of water differs between 

the female’s and male’s scenes in the beginning of the clip. While the man is standing in a 

frightening thunder storm with big rain drops mauling his body, the women appears to float 

weightlessly in a gentle world of clear water; a scene not necessarily triggering for the observer. 

In addition, the shots showing the men are dominated by rock and stone, the ruined columns of 

a temple or something similar are visible. Rock and stone commonly suggests strength and 

indestructability. Only time is able to bring stone to its knees as the depiction connotes. These 

observations lead to the conclusion that male attributes are often represented through 

roughness and harsh conditions while women are located in pleasant and comfortable 

environments.  

Settings 

As stated before, objects are very important for the setting of the TV advertisement, 

sometimes the lines are blurring regarding what is an object and what is already part of the 

setting. In fact, there is no clear-cut distinction. The spatial contexts of all TV advertisements 

that are part of the analysis are not located in a real world, they are more or less exaggerations of 
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surreal fantasies that are targeted to trigger the recipient’s deepest desires. Even the examples 2 

and 3 that are somehow located in a world that appears rather familiar to the recipient do not 

portray (social) reality. Some notions that catch our attention are very unlikely. For instance, the 

man approaching the women in advertisement 2 does so in a way that would most likely be 

unimaginable in a real-life situation. The two apparently do not know each other, just with his 

mere appearance he has the power to distract here entirely from what she was doing before the 

encounter. Without saying a word he seems to convince her that he is the man in her life and her 

object of desire, mainly on a sexual level. The setting in this advertising supports this somehow 

mysterious atmosphere. The observer does not know exactly where they are and what they are 

doing at this place. The expressions of fantasy in the other advertisements are more obvious and 

even invalidate physical laws; a ship is effortlessly floating through a city, a woman emerges 

from the deep blue sea while another woman steps out of visual projection on a wall.  

 

5.2 Salience 

When it comes to salience that can be observed in the exemplifying TV advertisements 

the analysis is of course selective. Many different notions meet the criteria and can be taken into 

account; much reliant on the researcher’s (who at the same time is the recipient) own 

perception. Regarding the difference between the sexes it is remarkable that men seem to be 

foregrounded in the advertisements that promote the products targeted for men (or at least are 

also targeted for men) and vice versa, emphasize is placed on the women that are portrayed in 

the commercials that aim to promote women’s fragrances. The two TV advertisements (1 & 2) 

that promote perfumes for men and women and men simultaneously mainly appear to tell the 

stories of the male protagonists and leave them in the main role. The same applies to the female 

counterparts in the women’s products advertisements. Nevertheless, it appears that the men as 

supporting actors play a bigger role as their female counterparts as they are actively taking 

initiative (approaching the women as their objects of desire).  

The positioning of the portrayed individuals in the scenes plays a major role in 

illustrating salience. In advertisement 1 the encounter of the man and the woman waiting for 

him is somewhat unequal. As he is approaching her standing on the bow of the ship he is leaning 

forward while she is backing up a little bit. This suggests a certain dominance over her. A similar 

phenomenon is visible in TV advertisement 3 when the two protagonists meet each other on the 

staircase; this time the woman stands higher than him pushing him back with her foot (for both 

examples see figure 3). Not just the fact that dominant actors are positioned differently in the 

examples, also foregrounding is used to communicate meaning. In TV advertisement 2 the 
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women several times is shown from behind, especially during her encounter with him. His face 

is always visible and into focus, seemingly downgrading her to a background artist. This 

suggests that he is the pivot within the advertisement utilizing her as a means to an end. In TV 

advertisement 4 something similar is visible. During the second half of the clip the male actor 

who originally was presented playing a rather active role appears to be not of focused interest 

anymore, the full focus is placed on the woman who appears to be in charge now. This shift is 

expressed by the fact that he is dominated physically by her as she is mostly on top of him. Her 

face is foregrounded and the entire atmosphere depicted in the advertisement changed. For 

instance, the dark setting from the beginning has vanished as she took over control. In addition, 

she appears to ‘win the fight’ by taking the golden arrow from him, which was her aim from the 

beginning. In the end, he is not present anymore, it remains unclear what happened to him. This 

advertisement with these remarkable visual traits again can be understood as representing 

classic gender stereotypes as they were thematized earlier: while mere physical power is the 

strength of men, women use their beauty and sex appeal to ‘get what they want’. The dominance 

of the women depicted in the TV advertisements 3 and 4 (and to some degree 1) is maybe a little 

more subtle.  

  

Figure 3: Physical positioning of bodies to promote dominance (TV advertisements 1 & 3)  

The men appear to be more active but only to catch the females’ attention, in the TV 

advertisements 3 and 4 the women act like puppet masters controlling the men. Of course, this 

is very laxly said and exaggerated but that is one of the practices practitioners use. As stated 

before, advertisements often use fantastic characteristics that somehow seem to satirize social 

reality. More on the ideological messages that can be detected in the analyzed advertisements 

will follow in the discussion.  

The tone and color used in the TV advertisements can also be used to detect a distinction 

between women and men. While the men often appear in darker settings, women appear to be 
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commonly represented in warm and bright light/colors. The darkness again may allude to the 

grimness and toughness masculinity is often linked to, the light utilized for the portrayal of 

women can be understood as an instrument to embrace their beauty and grace. This dichotomy 

can be observed perfectly in all but the second TV advertisement which is entirely held in black 

and white; as figure 4 illustrates as an example.  

  

Figure 4: Example of different ways tone and color is used to connote gender-related traits (TV advertisement 4) 

5.3 Gaze and poses 

The utilization of the gaze of the female and male protagonists in the analyzed examples 

also seems to follow a certain pattern. Facial expressions play a major role in the way the story 

of an advertisement is told and may carry messages that go in accordance with the results that 

so far were extracted. The gaze can be understood as an indicator of attitude. Both women and 

men use gaze to communicate with their counterparts within the advertisements but also with 

the observer/recipient. Notably, the spectrum of facial expression of the depicted women 

appears to be wider than the one visible from the men. Overall, the female gazes deliver stronger 

notions of emotions; as they smile, openly enjoy certain situations with their eyes shut or use 

alluring facial expressions. This goes in accordance with the widely accepted stereotype that 

women are more emotional than men or at least more frequently communicate their feelings to 

the outside. The mimics of the women in advertisement 1 can be classified as playful and 

pleasantly anticipating (the scenes where she is lying in the bed and later dressing up) and 

seductive when her male counterpart approaches her. The woman in TV advertisement 2 gives 

the impression of being surprised and somehow insecure which bares the connotation of 

innocence and maybe vulnerability; as she is looking down not directly responding to his gaze. 

In the examples 3 and 4 the women again seem to show an attitude that is somewhat erotically 

charged with the objective to seduce their male counterparts, in order to lure them to take the 

initiative to make the first step.  
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The men’s gazes on the other hand can be interpreted as a manifestation of commitment 

and dedication. They appear to be rather grim and cold, quite unemotional. The man in TV 

advertisement 2 shows something one could call a winning smile which delivers strong notions 

of self-confidence and preeminence. In the advertisements (3 & 4) that promote women’s 

products the males are somehow stunned when confronted with the women and their physical 

appearance. Nevertheless, this does not necessarily trigger the recipient’s impression that they 

are insecure or unconfident. The facial expressions are not as emotional as the ones of the 

female counterparts. Behavioral traits such as joy, sensuality or seductiveness are not as openly 

communicated as in case of the women; instead the faces are rather neutral and do not tell all 

too much about the individual’s feelings. The observer might get the impression that the male 

protagonists are hard to disconcert; they stoically remain faithful to their principles and their 

game plan, even if they are confronted with obstacles.  

  

  

Figure 5: Differences in the sexes’ facial expressions: emotions vs. dedication and self-confidence (TV advertisements 2 & 1) 

Only the man in TV advertisement 4 seems to drop his armor of masculine self-

confidence when engaging into an intimate encounter as his facial expressions mirror lust and 

satisfaction throughout the action. These findings again are interpreted as an allusion to the 

stereotype of dominance and commitment being a masculine attitude, not showing too many 

emotions and being dominant in pursuing interests. Emotions like fear or insecurity are 

traditionally linked to weakness when shown by a man. Figure 5 illustrates some facial 
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expressions from both women and men that exemplify the described classic gender-related 

traits. 

The gazes into the camera (and consequently towards the recipient) follow the same 

pattern. While women appear to look into the camera in order to seduce the (male) observer, the 

male protagonists show the degree of self-confidence that is widely considered a typical 

masculine ideal. The recipient feels animated through this seeming interaction. This practice 

can be understood as an extension of the effort to construct a fantasy-like setting that is 

somehow caricaturing social reality. The theme of all the exemplifying advertisements 

exclusively is of erotic nature which puts the recipient in a somewhat voyeuristic position. By 

gazing into the camera an actor breaks the imaginary fourth wall which includes the recipient 

into the action depicted. The objective of this technique again is to trigger the recipient’s desires. 

The gender dichotomy is also visible analyzing the poses of the models. The physical 

traits of the individuals of course play a major role in this context. Since the males all have well-

toned athletic bodies, they already embody a certain degree of sublimity and authority that may 

even appear intimidating both to potential opponents and to women. This physical dominance 

seemingly supports the overall impression of being confronted with self-confidence and 

supremacy. It becomes clear that their posing underlines this superiority. The men are 

exclusively portrayed in an upright posture, not appearing bowed or submissive at any time. The 

women’s poses go in accordance with corresponding female characteristic behavior that is 

considered favorable and eligible (figure 6).  

  

Figure 6: Women’s poses to highlight physical characteristics (TV advertisements 3 & 1) 

Emphasize is placed on the characteristic female physics that commonly appear 

attractive to men. Poses are chosen to highlight the women’s curvy bodies; their legs and waist, 

the buttocks and the chest area are placed into focus. In contrast to the men’s seriousness, the 

posing and motion of the women is more rhythmical and fluent, potentially alluding to 

sensuality and playfulness. In two of the TV advertisements (1 & 3) the women are even dancing.  
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Since the main theme of all 4 examples is seduction and sexual longing, gazes and poses 

are used to communicate erotically charged connotations. The message behind this procedure is 

of course that the promoted products refer to attractiveness and sex appeal. The represented 

women and men strongly pick up this message using their physical traits. The question, whether 

a certain hierarchy or order among the portrayed individuals can be detected through their 

posture, can be negated. Although once again the differences between the sexes are rather 

obvious, the analysis does not give information about any asymmetric ranking regarding social 

roles. Women’s and men’s poses are comparably represented if it comes to social standing; there 

is no distinct ‘pecking order’. 

 

5.4 The visual representation of transitivity 

The final CDA instrument used in the analysis will engage with the representation of 

action within the TV advertisements. At this stage, it is important to take the narration into 

account as well. This is inevitable when examining what is done by whom and to whom. It is 

once again a matter of dominance and submissiveness that will be analyzed on yet another level. 

As mentioned above, this tool may be the most important one in order to tackle the research 

questions stated in the second chapter. However, this instrument of analysis is intertwined with 

the three previous ones and may deliver results that go in accordance with the so far extracted 

findings; it might add some valuable information.  

So far, we can conclude that gender stereotypes that are used in advertising can be 

detected on many different levels. The entire spectrum of the techniques used became visible 

throughout the analysis. By dealing with transitivity we even more steer the analytical interest 

towards the interaction between the individuals starring in the TV advertisements. It is of 

interest in which relation the protagonists are to each other. The term relationship in this 

context does not seek to describe whether someone is romantically engaged with someone else, 

it rather focuses on notions of activity and passivity. The question is what action is visible and 

how it is performed by whom. Every action between two or more individuals triggers a 

subsequent reaction. How is this reaction represented? By analyzing this structure the 

researcher seeks to examine if action and reaction can be transferred to a gender-related 

context.  

In fact, there are some allusions that the gender dichotomy may play a role in the way 

activity and passivity is illustrated; much in accordance with traditional gender stereotypes. In 

all four TV advertisements that are object of the study – no matter if products targeted for 

females, males or both sexes are promoted – the men seemingly play the more active roles than 
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their female counterparts. As mentioned above, the main theme of the advertisements is sexual 

longing and seduction; in all examples a women and a man come together in an erotically 

charged encounter. Taking this into account, the analysis is somehow restricted due to the 

circumscribed social interrelation. Nevertheless, the findings conditionally can be transferred to 

a broader context. By taking the initiative to approach someone who is a potential love interest 

again can be understood as a strong display of self-confidence and dominance as it is considered 

an ideal of masculinity. On the other hand, the women that can be seen in the advertisements 

appear to follow the understanding of females being more passive in matters of taking the first 

step. This understanding is archaic but apparently still wide-spread; and it seems to be picked 

up in media and general and advertising in particular. But, the examples also suggest that the 

passivity of the represented females of course is rather superficial, the observer gets the 

impression that they do by no means serve as mere objects for men’s desire. Contrariwise, it is 

rather a balanced construct; the women’s representation can be interpreted as an expression of 

subtle dominance. Apparently, they actively lure the men to become active, by obviously or 

subtly seducing them. This describes the power the women may have in the TV advertisements 

and that to some degree breaks with traditional ideas. The strength of the women depicted is 

based on finesse and cleverness (examples presented in figure 7) while the represented men 

reach their aims with physical power and self-reliant behavior.  

  

Figure 7: The subtle power of females over males: activity based on finesse and cleverness (TV advertisements 3 & 4)   

One notable example for this phenomenon is visible in TV advertising 4. The man 

appears to be stunned by the beauty and grace of the suddenly appearing women. Although he 

appears to be active in approaching her and to win her favor, it subsequently becomes clear that 

she was using her feminine traits to set a trap for him. Her ultimate aim is to get the golden 

arrow from him that is seemingly very valuable for both of them. By seducing him she avoids a 

potential fight that because of his physical strength never would have been an option. During the 

‘amorous play’ however he seems to be dominated by her. The strongest expression of her being 

victorious is the scene where she walks away with the arrow in her hand. His fate remains 
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unclear to the recipient. Another example for this finesse marks TV advertisement 3 were the 

woman walks away from him and the crowded disco in order to lure him into a more intimate 

situation. As she is rejecting his efforts in the first place she seemingly triggers his interest even 

more; leaving the man unable to resist and her initial rejection makes him even more 

unrelenting.  

The TV advertisements 1 and 2 that promote products targeted for males apparently 

leave their male protagonists in a more dominant role. The men’s endeavors of winning the 

women’s favor appear to be more target-oriented. In both cases the men do not shy away from 

difficulties and obstacles, both of physical and psychological nature. The ship in advertisement 1 

– already identified previously as an object that can be understood as representing physical 

strength of males – is used as a means to an end. It crushes the wharf and does the 

unimaginable as it floats right through the streets of the city in order to bring the man closer to 

his sweetheart. Finally, it literally penetrates the woman’s house with its bow; an almost violent 

and also sexually alluding act. The ship’s motion seems to reflect his activity; he is portrayed 

packing his duffel bag and furiously sprinting towards the bow in order to come closer to her. 

Indications of him working hard as a sailor while her occupation remains unclear support this 

impression of dominance and passivity. TV advertisement 2 represents a man who is apparently 

exceedingly self-confident; his entire activity is based on a winning attitude that seems to 

consider failure as something unfamiliar. His object of desire is a woman who obviously is 

rather successful in what she is doing as she is portrayed signing autographs to people who 

openly admire her. Her apparent success and social standing does not seem to intimidate him; 

contrariwise, she loses all of her aplomb when he approaches her. In addition, he is closing the 

book that she is carrying and that she was about to sign, suggesting that he wants her to stop 

signing autographs and instead pay attention to him. Throughout this proceeding she remains 

almost completely passive and shows indications of insecurity. 

  

Figure 8: Activities of men based on determination and taking the initiative (TV advertisements 1 & 2) 
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The analysis suggests that there are some differences in the representation of activity and 

passivity in the interaction between women and men, especially regarding TV advertisements 

that promote products targeted to women and men respectively. Although the men are mostly 

represented as being more active and dominant the women are not downgraded to sidekicks. 

They can also play dominant roles but just like for men, this dominance is somehow restricted 

by gender-related preset assumptions that are defined by traditional understandings and 

ideology. Every sex appears to use its very own traits to meet its target; a blurring of the lines 

between male and female attitudes seemingly is rather uncommon. These messages are 

probably understood by the vast majority of the recipients even though they are mainly 

communicated through connotations. However, the analysis based on interpretation come to the 

conclusion that gender roles and behaviors still appear somewhat clear-cut but do not 

necessarily allude to the archaic traditional understandings of asymmetric power allocation. The 

interaction between women and men in the examples used for this study of course is to some 

degree dominated by fantasy and does not perfectly fit into one socio-cultural context. 

Nevertheless, by taking a closer look, it seems like that some ideological understandings were 

transferred into these fantasy settings with the objective to meet certain expectations.  

 

6. Discussion 

 In this chapter the answering of the research questions posted in chapter 1 will take 

place. This will be a rather brief procedure since the analysis already dealt with the field of 

interest in a more detailed manner. The findings of the analysis will be connected with the 

theoretical concepts that were introduced in chapter 3, namely sexism and feminism and 

masculinism. It is of interest to examine which implications the results may have for social life 

and how they can be assessed on a more practical level. In addition, the findings also ask for an 

ongoing comparison with the results of previous scientific work in order to situate them in the 

existing body of research.  

In general, the findings of the analysis to some degree support the conclusions of 

previous research that gender stereotyping still is omnipresent and persisting. Advertising 

practitioners have ever since used role models for women and men to promote products, 

especially if the advertised products are targeted explicitly to one sex or the other. Apart from 

that, the analysis of contemporary TV advertisements also delivered some evidence that the way 

these stereotypes are communicated may have changed over the years. Early criticism that 

referred to discrimination and asymmetric representation of the sexes cannot be supported 
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unconditionally. The analysis showed that both men and women are portrayed in dominant 

roles and that both sexes are frequently physically objectified.  

 

6.1 Answering of the research questions 

On a denotative level and addressing research question 1 (How is the physical 

(nonverbal) interaction between women and men and the spatial context in ‘gendered 

advertisements’ depicted?, p. 6), the analysis unveiled that women and men often appear to be 

utilized in TV advertisements to create illustrations of contrast. The way women are represented 

can be interpreted as being different from the portrayal of men. If they come together and 

interact they form a relationship that reminds the observer of Yin and Yang; two elements that 

act as anti-poles but at the same time are reliant upon each other. This bipolar connection is 

somehow a hybrid of competition and symbiosis. Of course, the fact that the theme of the 

examples used for the analysis is eroticism, the portrayal might highlight the difference between 

the sexes and their reciprocal dependence. This dichotomy is clearly visible in the examples, 

men rely on their physical dominance while women are portrayed to be more sensual and driven 

by emotions and feelings. The appearance of women and men respectively goes in accordance 

with this duality. The differences in body language and mimic such as gestural behavior where 

detected as a common theme throughout all the examined TV advertisements; this contrast 

probably would have been visible if the represented actors were androgynous. The men’s 

behavior is dominated by stoic dedication, self-reliance and a certain lack of emotions while the 

women appear to be more delicate and graceful. Despite all the differences the research came to 

the conclusion that the depiction does not follow asymmetric patterns. More thoughts on 

hierarchal structures will follow in the second section of this chapter.  

The duality of the sexes is also visually notable in the depiction of settings within the TV 

advertisements. Again, the comparison to Yin and Yang can be drawn; color and light seem to be 

utilized differently to create environments for females and males respectively. In addition, the 

depiction of objects and different artifacts and materials foster the impression of difference 

between women and men. Men are often depicted in rough and martial settings; women appear 

in soft, elegant or fragile spatial contexts. Again, this diversity delivers strong contrasts.  

These denotations contain some connotations. This leads to research question 2 (What 

does this interaction imply regarding the relationship between the sexes?, p. 6) that lifts the 

analysis on a social level by taking a closer look at the underlying messages and implications 

that are embedded in ideological traits. All the described differences in denotative depiction are 

most likely not conceived to create a diversified illustration within the TV advertisements; they 
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rather allude to characteristics and attitudes that are linked to femininity and masculinity. The 

women and men that are interacting with each other in the examples, can be understood as 

representations of role models, as ideals embodying strong traditional male and female 

characteristics respectively. These traits are expressed on two different levels, the physical and 

the attitudinal. Common gender-related beauty ideals are used just like idealized behavior.  

Simply said, the models and actors portrayed in the advertisements apparently look and behave 

according to deeply-rooted ideological norms and understandings of eligibility and perfection. 

This message becomes clear throughout the interaction between the sexes as they seem to play 

their roles embedded in masculinity and femininity respectively; just like they were from Mars 

and Venus. Previous research dealing with the allocation of socio-cultural roles between the 

sexes, e.g. referring to professions (cf. Tartaglia & Rollero, 2015), can be left aside in this 

context. The analysis focused merely on physical appearance and behavior in rather undefined 

and fantastic settings and connotations that come along with these traits.  

Just like on the denotative level, the connotations extracted in the course of the study 

appear not to openly suggest or carry explicit notions of asymmetry. Although the represented 

female and male individuals were somehow restricted in playing their role due to gender-related 

characteristics, an imbalance in power relations between men and women cannot be properly 

detected. Of course, some examples may appear rather asymmetric but no global lopsidedness is 

traceable within the examples used for this study. This is of major interest since this study was 

conceived to tackle a certain social issue that asked for a normative assessment, as it was 

comprehensively examined in the first chapter of this scientific work. A more elaborated 

discussion on this construct will follow in the second part of this chapter as well.  

The response to research question 3 (What does the spatial context within the TV 

advertisements tell about gender-related attributes?, p. 6) picks up the observations that have 

been made on the denotative level concerning settings and objects, with the aim to translate 

them into connotative messages. As stated before, the instrumentalization of different kinds of 

settings and objects can be interpreted as an attempt to create a dichotomous representation of 

women and men. Symbols seem to be used to allude to gender-specific traits even though 

physically there is not necessarily a link between certain environments and the sexes. Steel and 

rock per se are not masculine, flowers are not feminine. Anyhow, some objects can 

metaphorically stand for gender-related characteristics. These symbols are closely connected to 

the messages that are delivered in appearance and attitude of the acting individual. Settings and 

objects are used to build bridges to traditional characteristics that are persistently linked to 

femininity and masculinity. This connection is based on the different physical traits of women 
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and men, the diverse social and professional roles the two sexes were playing in the past. The 

modern state of virtual gender-equality as we experience it today is a very young concept in 

history. The result is, that if we see certain environments we might still situate them in a gender-

related context, according to traditional understandings. That does not mean that the traditional 

norms and rules still apply, but the observer somehow appears to be still influenced by them. 

The settings and the objects that are embedded in the spatial context we can see in media 

content therefore are used to highlight differences, to allude to femininity and masculinity. If we 

see a sailor onboard a ship, the entire environment could refer to a masculine domain as it has 

existed in the past. The manliness of a man is possibly emphasized by the artifacts and objects 

that surround him. The same phenomenon is observable in the representation of women. 

Females traditionally stand for beauty and grace. Hence, it is purposeful to support these traits 

by placing women in environments that somehow suit them. Many would probably consider it 

disturbing if a woman or a men respectively were placed in ‘the other sexes’ environment’. One 

would get the impression that ‘something is wrong’. Advertisers seem to be aware of this and 

know how to use stylistic instruments to support the message they want to communicate.  

 

6.2 Connection of the findings with the theoretical concepts of sexism, feminism 

and masculinism 

One of the most notable findings of the analysis is the notion that gender-stereotyping in 

TV advertising seems to be expressed not just in the way social roles are portrayed but also in 

the representation of behavior throughout interaction, attitudes of the acting individuals, 

aesthetics (both visually regarding the setting and physically concerning the acting individuals) 

and symbolizing settings and artifacts. These results expand the field of research, previous 

research mainly dealt with role allocation and mere physicalness in order to unveil drawbacks in 

media practices (cp. Tartaglia-Rollero, 2015; Ferguson, Kreshel and Tinkham, 1990; Knoll, 

Eisend and Steinhagen (2011); Tuna and Freitas, 2012). In fact, it really is fruitful to have a 

closer, more detail-oriented look since stereotyping takes place on many different levels, some 

rather obvious, some very subtle.  

It becomes clear that stereotypes seem to be everywhere, they help us to break down the 

complexity of social life. Stereotypes per se are not negative; nevertheless, they carry the 

potential of being misused and can lead to sexism in a gender context. This is why stereotypes 

always need to be questioned in order to prevent any discriminating behavior. If women and 

men both are stereotyped frequently, are we still speaking about sexism? Sexism per definition 

is the practice of favoring one sex over the other. At least regarding the cases that were used for 
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this study, an unbalanced relationship is not perfectly detectable. Although the TV 

advertisements strongly rely on stereotyping, a comparable view on all four examples shows that 

no openly sexist patterns are observable. This interferes with some assumptions that existed 

prior to the analysis. Adding feminism and masculinism to the discussion, one must consider 

that these theoretical concepts are also constantly in flux; traditional movements may differ a lot 

from modern day understandings. For example, some contemporary feminist and masculinist 

concepts could hold the view that the differences between women and men are highly 

preferable. According to this, an entirely equal treatment of the sexes is not possible and also not 

desirable, even though a discrimination surely is not acceptable. The characteristics and 

peculiarities of the sexes can be highlighted without generating an asymmetric power allocation. 

The result is that feminism and masculinism can act as two poles that respectively appreciate 

the sex they are representing without being contradictive to each other. To highlight it again, 

this does not mean that media in general and advertising in particular are free from sexism, 

there are always cases that prove the opposite. Of course, the promoted product and the 

industrial sector a company is representing cannot be left out of consideration. Anyhow, the vast 

majority of previous research seems to equate the practice of stereotyping with being sexist; with 

an imbalance in the representation of women and men (cp. Tuna and Freitas, 2012; Verhellen, 

Dens & de Pelsmacker, 2016). Throughout the analysis one could observe that both sexes and 

the individuals representing them, were strongly stereotyped. These stereotypes however do not 

necessarily act as an insult to one sex or the other, they are rather demonstrations of ideological 

understandings that are shared by the majority of the people within society. In social reality, 

women and men likewise want to be attractive, they strive for meeting common beauty ideals 

and eligible behavior as they sometimes are exaggeratedly expressed in media. And of course, 

most likely men want to appear masculine and manly just as women want to highlight their 

feminine traits. Even though men today are not warriors and hunters anymore, many work out 

in order to have a well-shaped athletic bodies. Women use make-up to have a flawless skin and 

to place emphasize on their womanliness. This is also how feminism and masculinism can be 

understood and performed, as deliberate acts of self-expression. Therefore, by highlighting 

distinctive feminine and masculine traits, the society itself somehow counteracts to a complete 

equalization of the sexes. As stated above, this does not seem to be something negative, women 

and men will never be perfectly the same. This dichotomy is something that is irrevocable. 

People deliberately act according to their sex and appreciate it. It is just important that this 

relationship is not lopsided and leaves one sex having the upper hand over the other. 

Apparently, that constitutes the main (justified) criticism against advertising practices; but, 
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sometimes criticism needs to take a closer look. As stated above, stereotyping is not necessarily a 

sexist act, albeit it appears to be strongly related. The difference is very fine; something that 

needs to be considered by both practitioners and recipients.  

Based upon these interpretations, the issues of representing gender in advertising 

addressed by previous research might also be buried somewhere else. Undoubtedly, 

stereotyping, even if it is balanced, may have some strong social implications. Even though 

ideals communicated through role models are shared by the majority of the people, a society is 

still a very complex and diverse construct. The danger of marginalizing minorities in the media 

is very high, as Croteau et al. state (2012). Not everyone shares the same life-style, beauty ideals 

or sexual orientation. These minorities are mostly not considered in main stream advertising, as 

the examples showed. While feminism and masculinism per definition ask for equal treatment 

of men and women, one must understand that there are no stereotypical men and women in 

social reality. Every individual has unique traits that are silhouetted against stereotypical gender 

representation. The practice of gender stereotyping in TV advertisement appears to lack to 

address a diverse audience. Accordingly, by constantly communicating ideals, TV advertising 

has the power to put pressure on recipients. It is no secret that media play a major role in social 

reality. By constantly communicating ideals through media the recipients’ perception of this 

social reality may become distorted. People who lack a certain degree of media education or who 

are more prone to manipulation could be affected. Especially adolescents may adapt ideals they 

see on TV or on the internet with the result that they develop a feeling of lowered self-worth. 

Taking this into account, the understanding of the liberation of the sexes that was described 

above may diminish again. It would be interesting to further engage with this topic, there is 

already some research concerning the impact that stereotypes can have on recipients, as it was 

presented in the second chapter (cf. Richins, 1990; Orth & Holancova, 2014). This phenomenon 

could be criticized by feminist and masculinist understandings likewise, media practices in this 

context may be understood as restrictions to a liberated expression of oneself. This applies to 

both women and me as they appear to be similarly affected. 

Taking power, hegemony and ideology into account – as it is always is the objective when 

performing a critical discourse analysis – this study comes to the conclusion that media and the 

powerful that are responsible for communicated content seem to be supported by the masses. 

The interpretations of the TV advertisements examined throughout the analysis suggest that 

some ideological believes seem to have become common sense, much in accordance with 

Fairclough’s (2010) assumptions. The power that is expressed through discourse however seems 

to center on the mediation of ideals, not necessarily on the inequality of the sexes. Hence, 
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industries are trying to sell their products by creating meaning of idealistic aesthetics and 

lifestyles. In this context, discourse is an instrument to spread these notions of hegemony, to 

spread the word of the powerful, as described by Wodak (2001).   

 

7. Summary and conclusion 

The objective of this study was to get insights in the construction of gender stereotypes in 

contemporary TV advertisement. Emphasize was placed upon the interaction of women and 

men starring in the advertisements as representatives of their sexes. The analysis unveiled that 

stereotyping is a common practice and can be detected on many different levels that all together 

form a strong and clear-cut contrast between women and men in a socio-cultural context. This 

context is strongly affected by tradition and ideology.  

The findings pick up the results of previous research on gender representation in TV 

advertisement. But in contrast to most of previous scientific work, the study approached the 

field of interest on a qualitative level, not on a content-analytical level. Using a visual critical 

discourse analysis it was the interest of the study how stereotypes develop and how they are 

actively constructed by advertising practitioners in order to transmit meaning. Although 

stereotypes in general are quite easy to identify, the subtlety and finesse of placing messages in 

media content becomes obvious. Therefore, it is rather difficult to criticize the representation of 

women and men in TV advertisement. In addition, most stereotypes that are used have long 

traditions and are based on archaic ideologies (established as common sense) that maybe no 

longer play an important role in social life, but nevertheless are frequently used to communicate 

messages that are understood by the recipients the advertisements are targeted to. The criticism 

of previous research, based on the mere objectification and social stereotyping of the sexes, does 

not apply perfectly anymore. The exemplifying advertisements that were used as objects of 

investigation throughout the analysis have in common that social roles are not explicitly visible, 

of course also due to the fantastic context that are depicted. The stereotyping throughout 

interaction however bases upon social behavior that is considered either feminine or masculine. 

Mimics and gestures, physical appearance and also settings and objects/artifacts are effectively 

utilized to create contrast between the sexes and to form symbiotic relationships between 

women and men.  

The gender-theoretical concepts of sexism, feminism and masculinism were introduced 

to meet the claim of the study in order to perform a normative assessment on contemporary 

advertising practices. This approach was used frequently by previous research, with the result 

that advertising in the past quite often was evaluated as something harmful, opposing to efforts 
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to overcome gender inequality. Examining the four TV advertisements, the findings are of two-

sided nature. While in the examples sexist practices were not perfectly detectable – the two 

sexes were not treated asymmetrically – stereotyping marks a procedure that bares the potential 

of being too restrictive and narrow-minded. By idealizing behavior and physical aesthetics, 

advertising seemingly marginalizes minorities or certain life-styles that do not go in accordance 

with the ‘main-stream’. Since feminism and also masculinism both promote a free expression 

and liberation of both sexes, the results of this study imply that advertising may build up a 

mass-mediated cage of norms and ideals that restricts diverse social interaction and well-being. 

The reciprocal relationship of the influence media have in shaping social norms and existing 

understandings that inhere society and that are picked up by media practices, must not be 

underestimated. The resulting social pressure and constraint of these two factors supporting 

each other can only be guessed. Apparently, dissenting social notions are in danger of being 

pushed to the periphery.  

In conclusion, the study showed that gender stereotypes in advertising are by no means 

only created through social roles, e.g. the representation of professions and occupations, they 

are detectable on every level of social interaction. Certain behaviors are unambiguously 

gendered, this procedure seems to follow patterns affected by unwritten laws of femininity and 

masculinity. If these laws are not followed by practitioners, advertising may risk to be conceived 

as abnormal and bizarre by the recipients. Most likely, sexism in advertising is persisting and 

can be observed consistently; however, the examples used for this study do suggest that 

stereotyping and a strong contrast in the representation of women and men should not be 

equated with sexism. Even though the sexually explicit depiction of feminine and masculine 

traits can be questioned, it does not necessarily create an unbalanced or unequal relationship 

between the sexes.  
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