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Abstract 

This paper attempts to understand the reasons why certain gender representation in 

advertisements continue to be stereotypical even when many advertisers have shifted to more 

equitable representation. Findings from the UNICEF report, published on April 2021 under the title 

‘Gender Bias and Inclusion in Advertising in India’ has been used to study the cause behind the 

findings. Whether all gender representations were harmful stereotypes was investigated after 

synthesizing findings from the field of psychology and anthropology on gender differences. The 

biological and personality differences are real and transfers into the portrayal of male and female 

roles in advertisements. The differences are large in studies on sexuality and somewhat small in 

personality. These differences explain gender roles in family, choice of profession, purchase 

behaviour and other social activities. The paper does not support the regressive messages that harms 

efforts for emancipation of women but only but only seeks to answer why certain gender roles 

continue in ads and that these are based on the evidence available from the field of cognitive science 

and evolutionary psychology.  
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INTRODUCTION 

World of advertising is not without its share of controversies. Ads to correct social issues come under 

attack from unexpected sections. Objection once raised, receives overwhelming attention from media 

critics, social media influencers, political parties or regulatory bodies resulting in two broad camps: those 

who endorse and those who do not; the neutral camp offer no voice to the argument. In extreme cases, the 

advertiser is forced to withdraw the contentious ad either voluntarily or face close-down.  The common 

allegations are: unhealthy gender representation, mixed or misleading messages, supports socially 

regressive practices, sexually explicit content, gender discrimination, insults religion, questions cultural 

mores, reinforces stereotypes of social status, beauty, intelligence, occupation or is manipulating the 

vulnerable. This paper aims to argue why gender stereotyping in advertisements still continues. It is 

important to separate stereotypes that exist because of scientific reasons from those that come from 

oversight. 
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OBJECTIVES: 

1. To compare report findings from UNICEF with evidence from evolutionary science about gender 

differences 

2. To identify gender differences that happened for the purpose of adaptation and survival 

3. To separate genuine from fake representations for the purpose of advertising messages 

4. To understand personality overlaps and difference between men and women 

5. To identify the representations that are in need of urgent changing 

METHODOLOGY 

  In order to understand stereotypes in advertisements, a comparison of research findings by 

psychologists, anthropologists and independent surveys done by scientists and experts has been used. This 

was then compared with the findings from the extensive research conducted by UNICEF in partnership 

with Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media. The findings are indicative of cultural, social and 

biological factors and not all that appear to torpedo the progress of women needs to be changed. These 

factors have been identified from biological evolution findings and are used to explain the gender roles 

and its dominance. These insights are then extended to explain why not all stereotypes in advertising will 

damage the self-perception of genders.  

 

Why Advertisers continue with Gender Stereotypes: 

 All stereotypes are not bad – some are natural and exist because they draw from insights on what 

makes men and women different in their responses to advertising messages. There is consistency in the 

findings about the prevailing difference between men and women. Many researchers have studied the 

difference in personality and behaviour of men and women. Therefore it’s possible that not all 

advertisements are guilty of reinforcing Gender stereotypes. 

Advertising will have to defend its reasons for reinforcing or resonating the gender differences 

even though it may appear to be stereotypical, .i.e. if there is truth in the representation, then advertisers 

should not be weary of using it. Ads that reduce cognitive load will connect with the consumers in every 

media despite clutter of competing claims and short attention spans.  

About UNICEF Report on Gender Bias and Inclusion in Advertising in India (2019) 

UNICEF study measured the level and type of gender stereotyping found in Indian advertisements on 

television and YouTube. The study analysed a sample of frequently viewed advertisements in India during 

2019 and reported that the advertising media was responsible for reinforcing harmful gender roles that 

shape the lives of girls and women in India. 
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To quote the report:  

The process of gender socialization means expected gender roles are learned from birth and 

intensified throughout childhood and adolescence with messages received from society, including 

from the marketing and advertising they see around them. Negative gender norms and stereotypes 

influence children’s self-perception and contribute to shaping different pathways for their future. 

Addressing negative gender socialization is critical to achieving gender equality. (UNICEF, 2021) 

The key question is: what is negative and what is natural.  Is it likely that the decision of creative 

team in Indian advertising agencies and their sponsors, is merely a desire to maintain the status quo? Or, 

is there any research evidence that men and women respond differently to messaging appeals?  

Some of the gender stereotypes used in advertisements reflects the findings from research done 

over several decades to understand gender differences explained by evolutionary scientists.  

Personality Differences between Genders 

Men and women have differences in their general pattern of behavior. The generalization does not 

mean that it’s possible to predict difference at an individual level. For example women are generally 

known to be tender hearted, nurturing and altruistic but there could be men who share similar 

characteristics if not more of the same (Yanna J. Weisberg, 2011). There is sufficient evidence that men 

and women differ largely due to the adaptive demands made on them for the purpose of survival. 

When advertisers show women doing most of household shopping, evaluating and recommending 

cleaning products or preparing meals for friends and family, it is no surprise that they do so because that 

is what tests on personality differences between the two genders have found. Personality is often 

conceptualized as the extent to which someone displays high or low levels of specific traits. Traits are the 

consistent patterns of thoughts, feelings, motives, and behaviors that a person exhibits across situations 

(Russell D CLark, 1989). 

According to the UNICEF study (UNICEF, 2021), female characters in advertisements are commonly 

shown in the following activities compared to male characters: 

 Shopping (4.1% compared with 2.3%) 

 Cleaning (4.8% compared with 2.2%)  

 Being involved in the purchase or preparation of meals (5.4% compared with 3.9%)  

The above representation should not come as a surprise after comparing these with the findings from the 

study on personality difference between men and women. Researchers Paul Costa, Robert McCrae and 

Antonio Terracciano gave personality tests to 23,031 men and women from 26 culture which included 

India. They found the differences between men and women was replicated for all cultures and were 

consistent with gender stereotypes.  The study was an attempt to understand how men and women saw 

themselves - the results were enlightening.  
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Women rated themselves high on:  

 Neuroticism (likelihood of experiencing negative feelings such as anxiety, depression, anger, 

self-consciousness and the like due to perceived threat or fear of punishment.) 

 Agreeableness (desire to cooperate, maintain social harmony, show concern for others, and 

not inclined towards exploitation or victimization) 

 Openness to feelings and Warmth 

Men rated themselves higher on: 

 Assertiveness - a facet of Extraversion which is a measure of sociability; men were more dominant 

and excitement seeking 

 On the facet of ‘Openness to ideas’ men scored higher while women scored high on ‘aesthetics 

and feelings’ (McCrae, 2006) .  

Therefore Ad scripting may find its support in scientific research. According to Trivers, 1972; Buss, 

2008) women were more concerned with successfully raising children and were therefore more cautious, 

agreeable, nurturing, and emotionally involved. Men, on the other hand, were more concerned with 

obtaining viable mating opportunities and therefore were likely to exhibit more assertiveness, risk taking, 

and aggression (Paul T Costa, 2001). 

The Social Role Model argument that an individual begets gender specific roles due to cultural 

pressures is not proved because even in elite cultures like Europe and America where traditional sex roles 

have been reduced, the gender differences are very pronounced. (Yanna J. Weisberg, 2011).  

On the contrary there are multiple research findings that prove men and women are alike in their 

attitude and skills. According to Catherine H Tinsley, any research that suggests that women are family 

oriented, lack confidence, are poor negotiators, are unable to put long hours at work is not just wrong but 

also guilty of perpetuating stereotypes (Catherine H. Tinsley, 2018). Ads should therefore show women 

in settings where there is positive organisational climate and social interactions.   

Without research consensus on whether men and women are truly similar, Ad makers follow insights 

from field observations which often conform to biological arguments. Donald Seymons, “Men and women 

differ in their sexual natures because throughout the immensely long hunting and gathering phase of 

human evolutionary history, the sexual desires and dispositions that were adaptive for either sex were for 

the other tickets to reproductive oblivion,” (Seymons, 1979).  Steven Pinker in his book, How the Mind 

Works – argues that some of the stereotypes are inevitable because it merely implies suggestion of nature, 

“The belief that spiders spin webs and pigs don’t is also a stereotype, but is no less true of that.” (Pinker, 

2015) 

Referring back to the findings from UNICEF on gender representation in ads (UNICEF, 2021), it 

comes as little surprise that men and women are cast in settings as shown below 
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Female characters are more likely to be shown in the following settings:  

 A living room (18.8% compared with 15.7%).  

 A bedroom (6.8% compared with 3.1%).  

Male characters are more likely to be shown in the following settings: 

 An office (7.1% compared to 4.7%) 

 Outdoors (28.7% compared with 21.7%) 

 A sporting event (8.1% compared to 3.3%) 

The indoor and outdoor settings is in line with the roles men and women have had in the past. Men 

were the hunters and that explains the outdoor settings while women were the nurturers, giving care to the 

young ones and that meant more of an indoor life.  

There are more deep rooted arguments for why hunter and nurturer role came to happen in the first 

place. Steven Pinker elaborated on the biological necessities that were observed by Darwin who dubbed 

it as ‘sexual selection’, meaning that women were more at risk of they selected a weak male to have their 

offspring mainly because unlike men, who could have many children, a woman could give birth to only 

one offspring per conception and that too for limited number of years. She went about selecting a partner 

to ensure that best genes were passed on and that the man was capable of providing food and security for 

her children. Steven Pinker explains that this pattern is biological than one necessitated by choice. He 

wrote that among some bird species where the male sits on the egg and feeds the young – the females are 

more aggressive.  

In yet another study, Psychologist David Buss attempted to understand the psychological sex 

differences. The researcher found that nearly seventy-five percent men were willing to sleep with an 

unknown woman but not even one woman consented to do the same with an unknown man. Buss wrote, 

“The enormous sex differences in minimum parental investment and in reproductive opportunities and 

constraints explain why Homo sapiens, a species with only moderate sex differences in structure, exhibit 

profound sex differences in psyche" (Buss D. M., 1995). 

Referring to the UNICEF study  

 Female characters are shown in revealing clothes (11.2% compared with 1.7%)  

 Female characters are four times more likely to be depicted as partially nude than male 

characters (7.6% compared with 1.6%) and where  

 Sexual objectification of female over male characters (4.7% compared with 0.9%)  

  Female and male characters are about equally likely to be reduced to a gender trope or 

stereotype (2.9% and 2.0%) 

 The most common gender tropes/stereotypes for female characters are “The Subservient 

Wife” and “The Pushy Aunt”, and for men, the “Domineering/Controlling Male” and a 

man who does not help with domestic activities (UNICEF, 2021): 
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It’s openly confessed by advertisers that the creative choice in using attractive women where men 

are the decision makers is to get their attention. Steven Pinker wrote, “The male of the human species is 

aroused by the sight of a nude woman, not only in the flesh but in movies, photographs, drawings, 

postcards, dolls, and bit-mapped cathode-ray-tube displays…It would make no sense for a woman to be 

easily aroused by the sight of a nude male. A fertile woman never has a shortage of willing sexual partners, 

and in that buyer’s market she can seek the best husband available, the best genes, or other return on her 

sexual favours,” (Pinker, 2015).  

Clearly the continued suggestive portrayal of women in ads to sell products to men comes from 

the research evidence on how to get men to pay attention. That does not mean that men are perverts or 

lack commitment to one woman or that such advertisements will be successful. The research findings are 

general explanations for the gender differences but do not hold true for the entire male population. There 

is opportunity for advertisers to use messaging strategies that portray men and women as dignified adults 

capable of making informed choices with settings where men are shown as noble, committed and helpful. 

(Buss D. M., 1995). 

The misleading representations 

Psychologists have found smaller sometimes negligible differences between the sexes in 

intellectual and cognitive abilities. Women have slightly higher verbal abilities than men. Difference in 

Math skills between men and women is small. Large difference exists in the cognitive ability of men for 

spatial rotation. The ability for spatial rotation was critical for hunters who needed to throw the spear 

accurately using knowledge of trajectory and velocity of a moving target. Therefore men score higher than 

women for throwing velocity, throwing distance and throwing accuracy. Men are shown as macho and 

controlling because women in the past were critical of men who displayed lack of ambition and lack of 

education - both necessary in her estimation for gathering resources. Women sought men for their ability 

to protect and commit both in short and long term relations.  

There is scope to change some of the representations - example ads should show women driving 

cars because according to researchers at John Hopkins University, Female drivers although were involved 

in marginally more (5.7 crashes) compared to men (5.1 crashes) the difference is so minor that one can 

overlook it (DYE, 2011).  

Ad makers should choose to tell stories that do not conflict with a person’s independence to choose. 

There should not be any pressure for a woman to drive than for a man to cook family meals. The idea of 

freedom should not be confused with expectation. Men and women may have been wired differently for 

sexuality and wired similarly for everything else, the advertisers have to do their best within the limitations 

that come from the lack of consensus among researchers on whether men and women are different. Gender 

representation slogans should account for this before enforcing rigid rules for correction in advertising 

messages and appeals. No rational marketer would spend limited marketing budget to elicit negative 

reactions but to force them to withdraw ads because they offend certain sections of the society is a heavy 
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loss to the creative industry. Creative people should not exploit thoughtlessly all that our evolution has 

forced us to become.  

UNICEF also reported other stereotypes of beauty and social status and these must be corrected by 

advertisers because there exists no credible findings from research to explain it: 

Women playing the role of upper-class were far more likely to be shown as ‘stunning’ or ‘better 

than average looking’ (62.6%) when compared to women representing middle-class (38.3%) or those 

shown from lower-class (6.9%). Light skin toned women (49.8%) were attributed the qualities of 

‘stunning/better than average looking’  while medium skin toned (44.3%) or dark skin tones (40.6%) were 

less likely to be seen as stunning (UNICEF, 2021). 

These representations are unfair and reinforces the common misconception of beauty and status. 

Several attempts have been made to make progressive messages about skin colour but success has been 

limited. For a long time HUL sold its fairness cream under the brand name of ‘Fair & Lovely’ and 

marketed it to women with dark skin tone with the promise of a job, a marriage or  to even become a 

doctor. The name change to ‘Glow and Lovely’ although a welcome move will need a long time to dull 

the popular notion that fairness is beautiful while dark skin tone is a liability not just for the girl but for 

the entire family.  There is large opportunity for advertisers to correct certain stereotypes but whether 

advertisements have the credibility or budget to correct social evils within its limited space and time needs 

more research evidence.  

Adaptive necessities of men and women over the course of evolution has made them sexually 

different and it is dangerous to ignore or negate the behavior that is an outcome of it. In an ambitious effort 

to tackle gender stereotypes is it likely that we may confuse the in-built wirings of both boys and girls, 

men and women, which would lead to frustration, unrealistic expectation and identity crisis. 

The evolutionary psychology perspective also offers several insights into the broader discourse 

on sex differences. First, neither women nor men can be considered "superior" or "inferior" to the 

other, any more than a bird's wings can be considered superior or inferior to a fish's fins or a 

kangaroo's legs. Each sex possesses mechanisms designed to deal with its own adaptive challenges 

- some similar and some different - and so notions of superiority or inferiority are logically 

incoherent from the vantage point of evolutionary psychology. The meta-theory of evolutionary 

psychology is descriptive, not prescriptive-it carries no values in its teeth. (Buss D. M., 1995). 

There is large overlap in the genders when studied for Big Five personality traits. This supports 

the movement for correcting gender representation. This paper has only attempted to show that both 

genders do not think, behave or choose alike and that there is no threat to society if advertisers use some 

of these differences in selling their products. Advertisers must not confuse men and women by imposing 

messages that are difficult to exercise. The insights drawn from the field of cognitive research and 

evolutionary psychology have proved differences in sexual behaviour of men and women but that does 

not justify the attempt to use women in shocking or undignified way to get the attention of men.  But 
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parenting roles and home atmosphere are to some degree true and attempting to change these will result 

in discord and disrespect between men and women leaving the society as a less happy place.  
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