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Introduction


Sexuality in advertising has been an increasingly taboo issue in today’s society. Women are often the objects of desire in millions of these advertisements worldwide. Ever year, advertisers push the limit a little bit further by showing implications of nudity, sex, and even lesbianism in their advertisements in order to increase the sales of their products. These advertisements have been provoking women’s opinions regarding the fashion in which products are now being advertised. Women are now reacting to the sexual portrayal of their gender in advertising, and thus are constantly developing and and often times questioning their opinions, beliefs, and values. So then, as Tom Reichert states, “Can we ever see an end to representations of women as sexual objects, which traditionally has been the basis of sex in advertising?” (Reichert 2003)

Women are seemingly becoming more and more objectified in media advertisements today. “Ads implicitly or explicitly suggest to women that they can change their lives by increasing the size of her breasts, or rebuilding themselves if they don’t have the perfect body type,” stated Neil Harrison of the Alternatives Journal. (Harrison 2001) Lately, critics have come to question advertisers’ true motives. “Advertisers are portraying women as objects, passive and weak,” Harrison explains. In recent years, advertisers such as Nike have tried to overturn these opinions by portraying the women in their ads as healthy, muscular, and all-around fit. Yet, still these women are being shown as sexual objects through their alluring poses in the advertisements and the skimpy clothing they are wearing. 

In this day in age, advertising competitors have had to come up with several original and eye-catching ideas in which to market their products so that they stand out against the competition. Because this is so, factors such as extreme sexuality have prevailed in the majority of advertisements today. Even if the product does not in any way relate to sexuality, advertisers often believe that sex can be used to sell practically anything. And it seems to be working. According to a study performed by Richmond and Hartman in 1982, brand name recall was found to be linked to the relevance of the sexual appeal to the product. (Richmond & Hartman 1982) Industry measures of advertising memory, performed by researchers Reid and Soley, revealed that decorative female models (meaning sexually attractive female models with no functional relationship to the product) improved recognition for the ad compared to ads without decorative female models. (Reid & Soley 1983) 

This paper will examine the ways in which women are being portrayed in media advertising as well as how this portrayal is affecting women. It will also take a look at how women respond to advertisements that display men, as well as women, in a sexual manner. In addition, this paper will investigate in what way sexually-explicit advertisements effect female purchasing habits. 

Review of Literature


According to Tom Reichert, sex in advertising has been used for many years and is just as effective, if not more effective in today’s society as it was in the 1960s. He believes that it is important to understand exactly what is being used to convey messages in sexual manner, and how people are feeling about these messages. Reichert has found that the increasing amount of sexuality used in advertising is mostly of women, and that these ads do, in fact, sell their products. He mentions that, “Women represent the vast majority of sexual stimuli in sexual ad research.” (Reichert 2002) He found that sexual images of women in advertising make the consumer more apt to remember the brand name. In addition, after reviewing a study done by Belch in 1981, Reichert found that both males and females were aroused when presented with advertisement images containing nudity. He also found that women experienced higher tension when viewing ads with explicit photographic content. 

Germaine Greer, author of The Female Enuch, points out that “Every survey has shown that the image of an attractive woman is the most effective advertising gimmick.” Greer believes that since women have the chief spending ability out of the two sexes and they are the “emblem” of spending ability, they work well as the most effective seller of products. Greer explains that no matter what women do with a product in an advertisement, her image will sell to the masses. (Greer 1971)

Arthur Berger, author of Ads, Fads, & Consumer Culture, believes that one of the problems with the exploitation of the female body in advertising is because it causes a sense of inadequacy on the part of many women. “Many of the women who are seeing these ads don’t have the lean and boyish or, in some cases, anorexic bodies that so many supermodels do—they aren’t twenty years old, wear size three dresses, and are not dressed in expensive fashions,” states Berger. He also mentions that these “glamour girls” are also starting to cause problems for many men because after the men see these unrealistic women, they often become dissatisfied with their own sexual partners. (Berger 2004)

Tom Reichert, author of Sex in Advertising: Perspective on the Erotic Appeal, believes that women being sexually represented in advertising may have a mixed response from women in the public. “To women, the representations may not have been necessarily sexually evocative, but for many, it appears that they elicited a pleasurable response as well as an equal amount of criticism,” Reichert explained. He goes on to mention that books such as Betty Fridan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963), argued that society has been conditioning women all the way from childhood to think of themselves only as wives, mothers, and sex objects. Reichert explains that in this day in age, women are also being recognized as professionals in the workforce, and so, some of the images in advertising that portray women are now showing females as “confident, pant-suited young women pursuing traditionally male-oriented activities.” (Reichert 2003)

According to a study done by Smith and Engel in 1968, sexual images in advertising may alter consumers’ perception of certain brands. In the study, Smith and Engel showed both women and men two different advertisements for one specific car. One of the advertisements had “scantily clad women” standing next to the car. The other ad simply showed the same car by itself. Through a survey of 60 respondents, (35 men, 25 women) all aged from 35 to 44, the majority of the respondents that were shown the ad with the sexy women believed the same car to be better designed, faster, and more expensive than the ad depicting simply the car. The people presented with the advertisement containing the sexy women also rated the car as being more youthful, appealing, and livelier than the comments made by the viewers of the ad without the women. (Smith & Engel 1968)

In another study done by Richmond and Hartman in 1982, brand-name recall was found to be linked to the relevance of sexual appeal to the product. In this study, brand-name recall was significantly lower when sexual content in the ad was not functionally related to the product than when sexual content was linked to the product. “Brand names in ads for condoms or brassieres showing close-ups of women were remembered more correctly than ads for a utility company showing an image of women taking a shower, for example,” stated Richmond. (Richmond & Hartman 1982)

According to Reid and Soley of the Journal of Advertising Research, recognition of sexual visuals in ads (such as decorative images of women) is significantly higher than that in similar ads without sexual images of women.  “Industry measures of advertising memory revealed that decorative female models improved recognition for the ad compared to ads without decorative female models,” explained Reid and Soley. Reid and Soley believe that no matter what sex a person is, decorative female models make the product being advertised more memorable.

According to Tom Reichert’s article in USA Today, people are becoming more and more concerned with sexuality in advertising because they believe that it is becoming sexist. The images in most advertisements are displaying stereotypes of gender roles. Most of these stereotypes are women. These ads are making women feel as if they have to change themselves in order to look and feel good. “You must look like this. You must act like this. You must dress like this. If you want to attract a man or achieve some level of relational “success” with a man, you need to follow these rules.” (Reichert 2001) Reichert also believes that advertisers have little respect for or pay no attention to the ways in which women are being stereotyped in advertisements.  

Neil Harrison, writer for the Alternatives Journal, believes that even though society has changed their traditional images of pin-up women from the 1950s to strong, able-boded females, the same signals of sexual success remain in the psyche. “Female signals for evolutionary success (indicators, in our culture, of fertility and health) are predominantly represented as large breasts, height, good coloring, and a large hip-to-waist ratio,” states Harrison. Still, even throughout changes in social values and technology over the years, these stereotypes of women being sex objects are still in the minds of millions of people today. 


“Sexually seductive ads in North America and Europe now picture an “ideal” female that is a more athletic version of earlier pin-ups and film stars. With a shape enjoyed by only five percent of women in those countries, she is tall and slender with broad shoulders and long legs, indicating strength and good general health, but with large breasts suggesting maternal capability.” (Harrison 2001)


Harrison believes that although women are being portrayed more as being powerful than vulnerable in recent years, the images that are shown in the media of females continue to make women feel objectified. 

The hypothesis for this paper is that women will respond to sexual advertisements with the same immediate attention as men, but will experience more tension and dissatisfaction than men when looking at the same advertisements. Based on research, women have had mixed viewpoints about female exploitation in advertisements. According to the findings of authors like Tom Reichert, women are continuing to be objectified in the media despite recent efforts to portray them in a more powerful light. It is reasonable to expect women to react with more dissatisfaction than man when presented with similar ads because of this idea. It is obvious that “sex sells” to the masses, but the way in which women are being portrayed in these advertisements have had women in recent studies not only recalling brand names, but questioning their sense of self. 

This article written by Michael F. Jacobsen and Laurie A. Mazur, professors from Kent State University, shows women in a market where they can only sell sexual items. Through these marketing campaigns the authors provide reasoning that explains how women’s perceptions of themselves is greatly effected. One of these results is an unrealistic notion of what they should look like. They compare each marketing example to male advertisements to show the effects on different genders. They also make a comparison to pornography.  After instilling anxiety and insecurity in women, they show that ads imply that buying consumer products can correct practically any defect, real or imagined. Their final conclusion was that women portrayed as sex objects may contribute to violence against women, which is a topic that many sources seemed to disregard. 


An article from Encarta explained the historical implications of advertising and the perception of women. In the early 1960s, women were perceived as homemakers and decorated sex objects by the general public. This is how they were portrayed in advertising as well. On the other hand, the article claims that women of today in advertising are becoming more powerful and professional. The way they communicate this through advertising is in the women’s poses, dress, and overall sexuality. This view of the changes in the perceptions of women over time gives a more clear view of how women of different ages will perceive sexuality in advertising today. While women who are older tend to be offended by this blatant sexual content in advertisements, it may be attributed to the history of the portrayal of women when they were in developmental stages at that time. The article also mentioned that women developing in the world today tend to have more lucid perceptions of sexuality in the media simply because that is the only type of media they have experienced in their lifetimes. 

This article reinstates the previously mentioned idea that women’s perceptions of sexuality in advertising have been changing over the course of time. Pictures and images are exposed all over the media that show women in advertising making it seem that these images are what is expected of them. Advertising has made its way through history women’s social roles have changed and so has the way that they sell products. Women used to be looked upon as being passive, attractive, soft, and feminine. Women are now being portrayed as being powerful beings who can be comfortable in their own sexuality. The article also states that the entertainment industry has increasingly portrayed women more and more like sexual beings over the years and so the media has reflected the same idea through advertisements. Basically the article explains that as time changes, so does the entertainment industry’s portrayal of women, which directly correlates with how women are portrayed in advertising. 
Methodology

