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Abstract 

Fashion advertising has long been repudiated for fostering narrow and stereotypical imagery of 

women. Today consumers demand advertisements to be inclusive and real in their portrayals. As 

a result, there is an increasingly visible marketing phenomenon, called Femvertising, which 

merges the feministic ideology of empowerment and liberty with brand image and sales. The 

purpose of the study is to explore consumers‘ opinions about femvertising by fashion brands. 

Within this, the thesis seeks to explore how consumers feel about these advertisements and the 

outcome they perceive these to have. Through snowballed sampling focused on reaching diverse 

people connected via social media, a wide array of thoughts and perspectives on femvertising is 

sought to fulfill the purpose.  

The research employs a mixed method with a deductive approach to analyze its findings in 

relation to literatures and theories reviewed. The study used an open-ended online questionnaire 

designed through literature review and advertising theories and distributed it electronically to 

collect data. Using snowball sampling, the respondents were gathered via social media, who 

further distributed the questionnaire.  

The findings demonstrated that our sampling mainly expressed positive responses to the 

femvertising due to its inclusive, diverse and empowering portrayals. Moreover, these 

advertisements were viewed as a harbinger of change within the fashion industry. They also, 

generally view the media and advertising to shape people‘s perception about gender roles, albeit 

if femvertising and its ideals are implemented for the long-term. Within this, respondents also 

urged brands to ‗walk the talk‘ and implement the portrayed ideals within their own businesses‘ 

functioning for larger impact. The findings are useful for fashion marketers and researchers, by 

showing how femvertising within popular media culture is expected to push forward ideals of 

feminism both within the fashion industry and society. This thesis contributes to the knowledge 

of consumers‘ opinions and perspectives on femvertising and its potential to profit brands and 

engender more empowerment and liberty to female gender-based roles.  
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1. Introduction 

This section introduces the relationship between advertising, stereotypes, and feminism; their conflicts 

and contest historically and now within the digital sphere. Within these topics and their discussion, we 

identify the research gap and thus the need for research into femvertising. The purpose and research 

questions are presented followed by an overview of the thesis.    

 

1.1  Background: Femvertising  

The use of gender-based stereotypes in advertisements has long been studied by researchers with 

an interest in the type of stereotypes used and its subsequent social consequences (Eisend, 2010; 

Grau and Zotos, 2016). Although stereotypes in themselves are not necessarily harmful, it has 

been suggested that these stereotypes when repeated reinforce advertised ideal within society, 

impact how people view themselves and others as well as limit possibilities for individuals 

(Knoll et al., 2011; Eisend et al., 2014). Hence, advertising has been criticized for reinforcing 

unwanted prejudices against men and women as well as negatively impacting their body and 

self-esteem (ibid.). Within each wave of feminism, activists, writers and researchers alike have 

voiced their concern regarding these portrayals, especially towards women, calling it sexist and 

patriarchal (McDonough and Egolf, 2003). To avoid such criticism and contributing to the folly 

advertisers started featuring gender non-conforming and women empowerment-laden portrayals 

in their advertisements as early as 1949 (ibid.). Advertising, with its mantra of ‗convergence of 

content and commerce‘, has long played the role of a producer of popular culture and either, 

identifies and capitalizes on a trend or sometimes becomes the arbiter of a trend (Taylor, 2009). 

It is, therefore, not a surprise that the issue of female liberation has been a part of advertising at 

least since the 1940s, from Maidenform bras ‗I dreamed‘ campaign (1949-69), to Virginia Slims 

cigarettes ‗You have come a long way, baby‘ (1968). In today‘s time, this convergence of 

advertising with feminist ideology is termed ‗femvertising‘.  

 

Femvertising, as defined by SheKnows Media, is advertisements that have a pro-female 

message, imagery and talent to empower women and girls (SheKnows, 2014) and therefore, 

challenge the traditional stereotypes that were proliferated by advertisements itself (Eisend, 

2010; Åkestam, Rosengren and Dahlen, 2017a). While gender-stereotypical portrayals adhere to 

specific psychological traits, behavior and occupational/power status appropriate for men and 
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women (Shaw, Eisend and Tan, 2014), the gender non-conforming portrayals include characters 

that do not adhere to the stereotypical gender-based category they belong to (Taylor and Stern, 

1997). Femvertising therefore, either does not adhere to stereotypes based on gender, sexuality or 

race/ethnicity or seeks to counter the stereotypes in the narratives and portrayal (JWT, 2017) and 

therefore are gender non-conforming. Additionally, the key theme of femvertising is centered on 

the message of empowerment and equality, especially directed towards women (JWT, 2017). 

Feminism, with time, has acquired different meanings which indicate key turning points within 

the wave of feminist thought and movement (Cudd and Andreasen, 2005). The current wave or 

movement is termed the ‗fourth wave or post-feminist‘, with a distinctive use of the digital and 

social media platform to impact popular culture as well as reach transnational borders (Munro, 

2013). Banking on the reach of the digitalized world, the current movement breaks the historical 

positioning of feminism dubbed by Stuart Hall as ‗the West and the Rest‘ and circulates far and 

wide through the mediated circuits of consumer culture (Dosekun, 2015). Therefore, it merges 

feminism with transnationality to highlight that any feminist issue around the world as an issue 

for all; thus, break the ‗exclusion‘ of any group from liberation (Gill, 2016). This has evoked a 

cross-border and cross-boundary dynamics around feminism and brought wider focus on 

diversity and inclusivity, in terms of gender, sexuality, and race in media and popular culture; 

thus causing a merge of advertisements with feministic ideals (Holmberg and Holm, 2017).   

 

On the other end are fashion consumers. Consumers are increasingly expressing their identity, 

style, and values through fashion brands and therefore, lining up with brands that support the 

same values and beliefs as theirs (The Business of Fashion, 2018). Consumers today find it 

significant for a brand to stand on political and societal issues, and misaligning these issues with 

the consumer, they can go as far as boycott, switch or avoid a brand — consumers increasingly 

demanding brands to act as ―representative‖ of them (Edelman, 2018). Hence, consumers are not 

just purchasing products, but also what it represents in values and construct (Protein Agency, 

2019). Amid the year 2018, brands such as Prada, H&M, D&G, just to name a few gained 

backlashes for overlooking intentionally or unwittingly the societal issues by portraying racist 

advertisement content (West, 2018; The Guardian, 2018 and Segran, 2018). As a result, the 

advertisements and its portrayals, in today‘s scenarios are noted as an important way to impact 

consumers‘ beliefs and behavior towards a brand‘s identity and its products (Kiese, 2014). The 
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PR Agency-MWWPR (2018) characterizes this new kind of customers as ‗corpsumers‘; they go 

about as a brand activist and not only care about the products but also what the brand speaks 

about (MWWPR, 2018). Moreover, this has given a significant boost to the current landscape, 

i.e. ‗the new emotional landscape‘ — a re-introduction from the Romantic Movement, where 

brands are required to be aspirational and inspirational in their content (Gobe, 2010). 

Furthermore, the current advertising scene is about empowering message of gender equality, love 

and body positivity with consumers, especially women between ages 18-34 are twice as likely to 

perceive a brand positively if it has empowering advertisement, leading almost 80% of them to 

―like‖, ―share‖, comment or subscribe after seeing the advertisement (Think with Google, 2016). 

Therefore, brands are increasingly seen backing up gender issues as their social responsibility 

(Ames, 2015) and creating advertisements with nuances of feminism and women empowerment 

(Drake, 2017).  

 

1.2  Research Problem and Gap  

The merge of advertising with the message of empowerment and liberty has drawn many 

discussions amongst academics and feminists regarding its purpose and benefit. Femvertising has 

been lauded by those who believe in brands and consumer culture as a platform for bringing the 

problems associated with gender-stereotypical portrayals back into the discussion; thus, 

hopefully, initiate a society-wide change (Gillis, Howie, and Munford, 2007; Scott, 2007; 

Grazian, 2015). This views femvertising from a ‗mold‘ perspective, which values advertising as 

a significant influence on the socio-cultural arena. On the contrary, the mixing of feminist 

ideology and advertising is seen at best, as brands selling independence and choices to females as 

consumers, and thus profit off it (Gill, 2008). Gill (2008) harshly criticizes the advertising as a 

commercial ploy to distract women from the collective political struggle for change through 

consumerism. So, on the other end is the ‗mirror‘ perspective, which view advertising as 

insignificant to influence on a socio-cultural level. There is a difference of opinion regarding 

femvertising, its importance and impact.  

 

On the receiving end of these advertisements are consumers. Consumers today use social media 

and digital platform, to interact, comment, and rally online in support or protest against brands, 

regarding their advertisements and marketing, thereby influencing brand behavior as well as 
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other consumers (Zhu and Zhang, 2010). Scholars argue a new shift in power from brand and 

organizations to consumers, where the latter now have the opportunity to either make or break a 

brand (Bruce and Solomon 2013; Labrecque et al., 2013). This shift denotes increase in 

consumer empowerment and signals a mutual co-dependence between consumers and brands; 

brands depend on consumers for success while consumers expect brands social and ethical 

(ibid.). Even then, recent study shows that although more than 90% of consumers are likely to 

buy from brands that take a stand on social issues, 59% of them are still suspicious of company 

motives, calling them out as ‗goodwashing‘ (MWWPR, 2018). This means that brand‘s 

authenticity, commitment, and validity of what is being advertised and the intention behind it, 

especially advertisements with social messages, are being questioned by consumers (Lyon and 

Montgomery, 2015). Therefore, there is still a lack of understanding on consumers‘ opinion: 

what they feel about brands‘ association with social issues, what amplifies or mitigates their 

reactions and what outcome they perceive these advertisements to have. Simply put, opinions are 

statement-based cognitive and affective evaluation or meanings derived about any abstract or 

concrete object/stimulus at a given point (Bergman, 1998). While attitudes and values are more 

stable dispositions one has regarding different objects such as social issues or politics, perception 

and opinions are more reactionary interpretation of stimulus presented, given an individual‘s 

own attitudes, values and/or experiences (ibid.). Thus, opinions are derivative of stable 

dispositions such as attitudes and values. For the purpose of this research, we use consumers‘ 

opinion, statement-based reactionary interpretations and evaluations regarding femvertising, 

when presented with such advertisements. Opinions matter since they can indicate: How 

consumers‘ view femvertising by fashion brands? Do they, for example, see it as a good change 

or just a profiteering mechanism?  

 

As an emerging research topic, a few researches on femvertising have shed light on the 

consumers‘ opinion. These research have discovered that femvertising leads to complex 

responses from consumers — both ambivalence and happiness regarding the phenomenon (Oaks, 

2001; Duffy, 2010; Drake, 2017). However, most research in femvertising has been focused on 

advertisements with feminist narratives from industries such as food, cosmetics or toys (Duffy, 

2010; O‘Dohohoe, 2001; Türe and Longo, 2016; Drake, 2017), thus, lack research focused on 

fashion brands. Moreover, female empowerment content in the advertisement, such as the soap-
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brand Dove‘s ―real beauty‖ campaign, are mostly correlated with higher purchase intention and 

building positive brand attitude rather than opinions, attitudes or structural changes (Drake, 

2017). Nonetheless, finding research that studies consumer attitudes towards online video 

advertisement alone are limited (Yang et al., 2017). Although opinions are being studied here, 

attitudes are part of opinion creation and the distinction between these two is less apparent in the 

advertising and media literature (Wang et al., 2002).  

 

Fashion is largely centered on imagery and visually constructed images, be it in the runway 

photo, or fashion magazine (Phillips and McQuarrie, 2011). In the digitalized global world, 

fashion advertisement appears in visual media beyond just print and thus, more fashion 

companies are redirecting their advertising budget and resources to digital and social media 

platforms (Strugatz, 2014). However, there is a disproportionate number of studies centered 

around advertisement and its portrayal within traditional media, largely print, TV or magazine-

based fashion advertisements, rather than digital, social media advertising (Halliwell and 

Dittmar, 2004; Taylor and Costello, 2017). Although there is some stream of research into 

fashion advertising and social media (Kim and Ko, 2010; Kamal, Chu and Pedram, 2013), 

research about femvertising by fashion brands within both traditional and/or digital sphere is 

negligible. Consumers today easily jump from one to another media platform from anywhere 

around the world (Arvidsson, 2006). As traditional media such as print and television lose 

viewership and advertising budget to digital platforms like YouTube, Facebook, Instagram 

(Geer, 2018), it is important for new and innovative research to understand advertising in the 

digital context. Within the digital sphere, the production-consumption boundary is porous, where 

consumers participate in both content creation and feedback (Duffy, 2010). The relationship 

between marketers and consumers previously considered a one-way communication through 

traditional media has become less relevant in the digital context (Stewart et al., 2002). Thus, 

research in digital advertising is still deficient and a two-way approach to viewing digital 

advertising has yet to be fully discovered (Stewart et al., 2002).  

 

With the advancement of digital technology and growing awareness of the fourth wave of 

feminism, the impact of transnationality on the social, economic and cultural lives cannot be 

denied (Munro, 2013; Dosekun, 2015). Moreover, driven by the digital revolution, the 
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composition and direction of information about brands flows transnationally (Eggel and Galvin, 

2018). Within fashion where ideology, lifestyle, and trends are standardized or common across 

cultures rather than segmented, fueled by digital and social media platform brands now reach 

different market with same advertisements (Taylor and Costello, 2017). Considering the 

relatively new nature of social media and digital advertising, there is a limited number of 

researches conducted in terms of the fashion brands and their advertisements in transnational 

context (ibid.). A way of understanding and researching transnational elements is philosophical 

transnationalism. This lens assumes that social world and lives are inherently transnational and 

therefore, preconceived notion that social lives are primarily determined by the boundary of 

nation or states are ignored to understand the overarching concept (Levitt and Khagram, 2007). 

This is especially applicable when transnational dynamics go on to impact the working within a 

boundary or border (ibid.). Given the development of the digitalized global world and the 

proliferation of the fourth wave, this study is focused on exploring femvertising by reaching 

diverse people through social media to understand different perspectives on femvertising. 

Therefore, transnationalism here does not pertain to understanding how cultural or country-based 

context impact opinion but look at what consumers feel about consumers feel about the use of 

feministic messages in advertisements by fashion brands.  

 

1.3 Research Purpose and Question 

The purpose of this research is to explore consumers‘ opinions about femvertising within the 

fashion industry. Within this, the thesis seeks to find out how consumers feel about the use of 

feministic messages in advertisements by fashion brands and the outcome they perceive these to 

have. Moreover, the snowballed sampling for this study focused on reaching diverse people 

connected via social media to include a wide array of thoughts or perspectives regarding 

femvertising to answer:  

What opinions do consumers have about femvertising by fashion brands and its outcome? 

 

1.4 Personal Connection  

The authors, despite their different backgrounds and upbringing (Nepali and Finnish), share the 

same values and beliefs within progressive ideals of feminism and were, therefore, interested in 

understanding the merge of advertising with feministic narratives. Considering the increasingly 
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diverse representation of gender, sexuality, and ethnicity in fashion advertising imbued with 

empowering messages, a genuine interest to understand consumers‘ opinions about femvertising 

led to this research topic. Moreover, within marketing and advertising, the authors hope that this 

study will contribute to the understanding of the phenomenon from consumers‘ side and its 

assumed impact. Furthermore, the authors strive to incorporate, analyze and represent thoughts 

and opinions that are apart from their own.  

 

1.5 Outline of the Thesis 

The thesis has been structured within eight chapters. The first chapter, Introduction, introduces 

the researchers and the background for understanding the case of advertising and feminist 

ideology. Further, the research problem and gap are investigated within the fashion industry to 

formulate the research purpose and questions to investigate it. Chapter Two, Feminism and 

Fashion Advertising discusses the historical view of the feminist movement alongside 

advertising, to understand the emergence of femvertising in current times. Chapter Three, 

Theories of the Social Effects of Advertising, highlights key theories of consumer responses to 

advertising as well as the mirror and mold argument regarding advertising‘s impact on social 

strata. Chapter Four, Methodology, explains the research design, including a description of how 

the empirics or consumers‘ opinions were collected, presented and analyzed. Chapter Five, 

Findings of the Study, details on the findings of the research in a structured and thematic way for 

further analysis. Chapter Six, Analysis and Discussion of Opinions, analyses the responses 

considering the themes presented in methodology to draw an inference about consumers‘ 

opinions about femvertising. Chapter Seven, Conclusions of the Research, the analysis from the 

previous chapters are discussed to answer the research questions and thus, fulfill the purpose of 

this thesis. Moreover, possible implications of this research on fashion marketing and advertising 

are also presented. Finally, Chapter Eight, Limitations and Further Research, the limitations of 

this research are reflected upon, alongside, suggestions for further research.  
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2. Feminism and Fashion Advertising 

This chapter presents a historical view of the feminist movement, contrasted with changes in fashion 

advertisement. This helps us form a structured timeline to the present day, where feminist ideology and 

advertisements have perhaps merged to produce more gender non-conforming and real representations 

of women in fashion advertising. 

 

Feminism and Fashion Advertising, the relationship between these phenomena has been a 

complicated one. Fashion is inextricably linked with women by being significantly female-

oriented in production, consumption, and marketing (McRobbie, 2008). Yet, the fashion industry 

insidiously portrays women as an aestheticized sex primarily concerned with body shape, 

appearance, and desirability (Coward, 1992). Content analysis of advertisements from 1985 – 

1994 depict that fashion advertising turned its gaze from the clothing, towards the models 

adorning them; a substantial part of women‘s bodies was exposed and shown in a low-status, 

animal-like positions (Plous and Neptune, 1997). Since then, fashion predominantly plays upon 

the concept of ―sex appeal‖ by displaying stereotypical images of women based on the social and 

cultural notion of women‘s appearance, as well as portraying them as vulnerable and powerless 

individuals (Kiese, 2014). In contrast, males in advertisements are defined through their power 

positions in boardrooms, bedrooms or playing field, and thus, are recognized not through beauty 

and fashion like women, but through their power of choice (Rohlinger, 2002).  

 

Despite the changes within societies in terms of social roles, women rights, and empowerment, 

there is still, to a large extent, stereotypically passive, sexual, domestic role-bound portrayal of 

female gender and femininity in advertisements (Lazar, 2009; Eisend, 2010; Knoll, Eisend and 

Steinhagen, 2011). Numerous research links these portrayals of women in fashion advertising 

towards generating unrealistic expectations, stereotyping and ultimately harsh judgments in real-

life (Furnham and Mak, 1999; Lynn, Harden and Walsdorf, 2004; Gill, 2008; Eisend, Plagemann 

and Sollwedel, 2014). As a result, it leads to restrictions of freedom and self-development in 

everyday settings (Eisend, 2010). For these reasons, fashion advertisements have prompted 

criticism from feminists, as it stands in their way towards the radical transformation of women‘s 

private and public sphere (Gill, 2008).  
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The term, feminism, is used to describe the political, socio-cultural, economic and personal 

movement to achieve the equality of the sexes (Brunell and Burkett, 2019). Although the term‘s 

early usage can be linked to French „féminisme‟ by Hubertine Auclert in the 1870s, the ideology 

of women‘s rights can be traced back to the 1792 book by Mary Wollstonecraft called A 

Vindication of the Rights of the Women (Lewis, 2018). However, it was not until the 1890s that 

the word feminism and its ideology started spreading in parts of Europe and the United States 

(ibid.). Ever since then, each wave of feminism has had its own female empowerment pillars, 

purpose and goals, molded with time and therefore has a need to be defined and explained. In the 

section that follows, feminism is defined and discussed in relation to each wave to better 

understand their impact, especially to the advertising industry. However, there lays a danger of 

reifying some time periods when talking about feminism in waves, as the feminist movement is 

very blurred and overlapping rather than neatly classified. 

 

2.1 The first three waves of feminism 

The first wave of feminism is considered to have occurred during the 19
th

 and the early 20
th

 

century, as coined by Martha Lear in 1968, who also coined the second wave as from the late 

1960s onwards to early 1980s (Henry, 2004). The first wave was largely concerned with the 

reform of the women‘s political and legal inequalities in education, marriage laws and 

employment (Doubiago, 2012). It fought for voting and property rights, reproductive freedom 

and access to the educational and professional realm (Cudd and Andreasen, 2005). In contrast, 

the second wave went beyond the public realm and argued that sexist oppression is deeply 

embedded into social life and thus, is the key cause of pervasion of inequality in all spheres 

(Cudd and Andreasen, 2005). It challenged both the public and private dichotomy for radical 

changes in all aspects of life (ibid.). Even then, the first and second wave was predominantly 

white, upper and middle-class women, and did not voice the concerns of working-class women 

or women of color (Hooks, 1984).  

 

It was not until the third wave, starting in the 1980s, that the feminist movement largely 

questioned the previous ideology that all women were oppressed in the same way and therefore 

called in for multiplicity in feminist goals (Hooks, 1984). It was during this time, that the 

feminist ideology stumbled across its limitation by failing to be a movement for all women 
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regardless of socially and culturally constructed categories (Gilley, 2005). The third wave 

declared its movement open to all types of feminists and all ways of expressing it, inclusive of 

their differences in gender, class, race, sexual orientation and identity (Bartky, 1998; Hooks, 

1998). It saw no point in policing the boundaries of gender and identity, as it was a constantly 

shifting and contested field and thus, questioned the very division of people based on sex and 

genders, and called for an end of all genders and stereotypes of femininity and masculinity (Cudd 

and Andreasen, 2005). This wave also embraced a pro-choice, pro-sex and intersectional lens in 

the goal towards individual freedom and liberation from the gender-based oppression and 

discrimination (ibid.). Moreover, the third wave is categorized by its engagement with the 

popular culture as both producers and critical consumers (Gilley, 2005). Their involvement was a 

way to undermine the power of the media and to resist its hegemony (ibid.). These very 

paradigms of the third wave went on to be further developed in the current wave of feminism, i.e. 

the fourth wave, which will be discussed later in this chapter.  

 

2.1.1 The three waves of feminism and advertising 

The first wave of feminism is credited for the creation of the ‗New Woman‘ — predominantly 

white, middle-class, educated and urban — who largely embraced the ideals of modernity and 

consumption to resist limitations of private space (McDonough and Egolf, 2003). Hence, they 

became the new consumer for marketers to target, as an increased role of women in the public 

sphere meant consumption (ibid.). Therefore, marketers strategically targeted women by 

associating their products with messages of women‘s liberation (Duan, 2014). Most cigarette 

companies co-opted women‘s liberation by targeting their advertisements to women (ibid.). 

American Tobacco Industry encouraged women to take up smoking, in public, to break the social 

taboo of ‗nice women‘ and light their cigarettes as ‗torches of freedom‘ (McDonough and Egolf, 

2003). Holeproof Hosiery associated itself with the ‗flappers‘ of the 1920s, by featuring scantily 

clad, ‗free-spirited‘ young women, in stark contrast to the predominant imagery at that time — 

fully-clothed women in the arms of men (Duan, 2014). The idea of women‘s liberation, however, 

did not clash with housework or chores, in the eyes of advertisers (Duan, 2014). Advertisement 

for the electric cooking stove (the 1930s), equated women as someone who performs her dutiful 

housework but also has time for herself (Duan, 2014); vacuum cleaners promising women 

‗freedom‘ from household drudgery were aplenty (McDonough and Egolf, 2003). From the 
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1920s through the 1950s, women as housekeepers remained a prominent image in advertising 

(McDonough and Egolf, 2003). 

 

The second wave of feminist were very critical of the advertising portrayal of women as aspiring 

the lifestyle of a typical homemaker, despite increasing involvement of women in capital 

production (McDonough and Egolf, 2003). Therefore, the second wave paved way for the 

portrayal of women in contemporary, non-traditional roles in the 1980s; thus, women in more 

career-oriented roles and independent from men (Ford, LaTour and Lundstrom, 1991). 

Advertisements started portraying women as assertive, confident, career-driven women (North, 

2014; Lowbrow 2016; Olson, 2017). Apparel companies such as L‘Aiglon (the 1950s) 

increasingly featured women as ‗careerists‘, while Polo Ralph Lauren (1980) depicted glamorous 

professional women clad in menswear-inspired power suits (Duan, 2014). A 1980s 

comprehensive advertising review forecasted new portrayals in advertising with more role 

bending (no domination of one gender over other), role switching (use of products by either 

gender) and dual roles (both traditional and contemporary roles) (Kerin, Lundstrom and 

Sciglimpaglia, 1979). However, this did not happen. Content analysis of advertisements from the 

1980s and the 1990s, show that women were still predominantly depicted in a home setting with 

parental roles (Ford, LaTour and Lundstrom, 1991). Conversely, advertisements became more 

sexist and decorative in depicting women from mid-1970s to 1980s than they had been before 

the 1970s (Lazier-Smith, 1986). Advertisements began to emphasize on outer appearance, 

physical perfection, and personal pleasure through purchase, rather than professional or personal 

accomplishments (McDonough and Egolf, 2003). Therefore, this period saw an actual increase in 

women portrayed as sex objects, with sexual cues and a storyline predominately led by men, in 

both women‘s and men‘s magazines (Myers, 1982; Soley and Kurzbard, 1986; Signorielli, 

McLeod and Healy, 1994).  

 

Since the feminist ideology during the third wave was pro-sex, they disdained any policing of 

desires and called for the use of sexuality as a powerful tool (Gilley, 2005). This very sexual 

liberation for women went on to increase the use of sexual imagery in advertising (Littlejohn, 

Foss and Oetzel, 2017). Throughout the 1980s to the 2000s, women‘s portrayal in media as a sex 

object significantly rose during this period; sex became more explicit, models more nude, and 
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images of couples suggestive of intercourse (Henthorne and LaTour, 1995; Mayne, 2000; 

Reichert et al., 2004). Moreover, advertising started propagating these elements visually: the 

presence of a man behind the lens, a male spectator gazing and forwarding the story for the 

woman — the view of women as sexual objects and always under the control of male counterpart 

(Mulvey, 1999). Especially in fashion, there was an increasing notion of power-play — men‘s 

control over women‘s resources, freedom and opportunities (Fiske, 1993). As a function of 

power, the women tended to be sexualized and manipulated by men in adverts and thus, were 

sexist and reflective of the social power and position male gender had in societies at large 

(Gruenfeld et al., 2008). Academics criticized these portrayals for dehumanizing female targets 

and reducing them to mere objects with no attributed ‗human nature‘ (Cikara, Eberhardt and 

Fiske, 2010; Vaes, Paladino and Puvia, 2011). So, with their involvement as cultural critics, the 

third wave feminists used various platforms and venues to voice their concern regarding 

women‘s image in media as it deemed women as inhuman objects (Gilley, 2005).  

 

2.2 The Fourth wave of Feminism 

The focus of this thesis is the current wave of the feminist movement, which is termed as fourth-

wave or post-feminist movement or an extension of the third wave; although a clear consensus is 

not found, because of its similarity to the third wave. As a clear demarcation between the waves 

is not found, some argue that the fourth wave started in 2008 with the rise of the social media 

(Philips and Cree, 2014); while others credit its start in 2014 with the introduction of The 

Everyday Sexism Project by Laura Bates (Cochrane, 2013). The fourth wave focuses on the 

exploration of feminism by individuals in their terms and allows for personal and emotional 

interpretation of the movement for one‘s liberation and freedom (Budgeon, 2011). Moreover, it 

crafts a new open space for women to make their selection in terms of femininity and feminism 

(Genz, 2006). It advocates for greater representation of women in politics and business as they 

believe that society will be more equitable through policies and practices representative of 

feminist values (Munro, 2013). Furthermore, it also increasingly advocates for boys and men‘s 

freedom to express emotions and feelings freely, to present themselves as they desire as well as 

an opportunity for men to be engaged parents (Chamberlain, 2017). 
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2.2.1 Transnationality and Intersectionality within the Fourth Wave  

The distinctive feature of the contemporary movement is its advancement globally due to the 

growth in social media, online platforms and their impact on popular culture (Munro, 2013). 

Claiming that culture production now has turned digital, this wave seeks to use the access and 

visibility for female empowerment all around the world (Banet-Weiser, 2004). The 

‗transnationality‘ within the feminist movement is described as ‗the layering of social, political, 

economic, and mediated process that exceed conventional boundaries‘ (Hegde, 2011). This 

provides an open space to ‗imagine options of social transformation that are obscured when 

borders, boundaries and the structures, processes and actors within them are taken as given‘ 

(Levitt and Khagram, 2007). As a result, the issues regarding gender comes into visibility, by 

traveling through the visual practices of modernity and creates discourses, even within the 

largely invisible confines of the private domain (Hegde, 2011; Butler 2013). Thus, the fourth 

wave transcends boundaries and borders to position its ideology within popular culture, media 

and digital reach to ‗galvanize women towards greater activism‘ (Baumgardner and Richards, 

2000).   

 

Alongside this, the fourth wave of feminism is also characterized by intersectionality, a concept 

brought up in the third wave that has transcended to be a part of the fourth wave (Maclaran, 

2015). First introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, intersectionality defines one‘s social identity as 

constructed from multiple dimensions: age, body type, race, sex, physical ability, and sexual 

orientation among many other things (Crenshaw, 1991). The fourth wave rejects the 

social/gender constructs and embraces identity as an overlapping concept, thus, inviting women 

and men alike to define themselves across the multiple dimensions of sexuality and gender 

(Barnum and Zajicek, 2008). Moreover, intersectionality has evoked discussions about sexism 

and structural oppression, for instance, based on race and thus, created a wider focus of the 

feminist movement towards diversity and inclusivity in media (Crenshaw 1991; Hooks 1982). 

Hence, there is an increased evaluation of women‘s portrayal in advertisements, not only as a 

gender but also as a part of a race or ethnicity (women of color). Feminists and intersectionality 

theorists have long emphasized the inclusivity of gender and ethnicity as being significantly 

compelling and related to social forces in cultural production and an important role in the 

development of diverse advertisement (Mears, 2011).  
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Some of the recent feminist movement around the world is a testament to the transnationality and 

intersectionality of the fourth wave. The Women‘s March in 2017, a day after the inauguration of 

President Donald Trump in the US, started as a mere Facebook event, ended up being the largest 

protest in the history of the US with between 3.3 million to 4.6 million marchers (Broomfield, 

2017). Although the march was against harmful political dialogue by the president regarding the 

LGBTQ+ community, racial minorities, survivors of sexual violence and most importantly 

women (Women‘s March Global, 2017), there were marches in other parts of the world in 

solidarity such as London, Mexico, Canada, Iraq, Kenya, India and even Antarctica (Broomfield, 

2017). Another key feminist movement of our time is the ‗MeToo‘ movement. Initially 

introduced in 2006 by Tarana Burke, to support adolescent women, ‗survivors from sexual 

assault‘, it was re-acknowledged in a broader spectrum in 2017 by its reuse by actress Alyssa 

Milano (Evans, 2018). ‗MeToo‘ movement focused on exposing, all forms of sexual misconduct 

towards women, predominantly by men in power positions, as well bring to light the underlying 

issue around rape and women who were fearful to report or confess such misconduct or crimes 

(Evans, 2018). This movement although started in Hollywood in the US went on to sprout other 

MeToo movements in other countries as well such as South Korea, Japan, Israel, Nepal, India to 

name a few (Adam and Booth, 2018). These events are a clear testament to the interactive feature 

of the internet that has been called upon to build intergenerational, intersectional and 

transnational solidarity from all over the world (Dejmanee, 2016).  

 

The events mentioned above depict how the fourth wave overcomes transnational boundaries as 

a result of digitalization. The fourth wave can be described as ‗instances of public commentaries 

in popular media reasserting a need for feminism in some form or another‘ and the reaction of 

the media addressing this need (Phillips and Cree, 2014). This has led to feminist politics 

disseminated through work embedded in popular culture, mainstream media and consumerism 

(Dejmanee, 2016). Shows such as HBO‘s Girls, Netflix‘s Grace and Frankie, DC‘s Wonder 

Women, the all-women formidable force in Marvel‘s Black Panther and Marvel‘s Captain 

Marvel are a testament to the current digital media environment mutually constituted with 

cultural messages (ibid.).  
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2.2.2 “State of the art” of Femvertising and Commoditization of Feminism 

Increasing discussion around gender and media coupled with the fourth wave of feminism has 

continued to create key changes in advertising (JWT, 2017). From the sheer solidarity of the 

women‘s march, increased online conversation about media portrayals to increasing female 

protagonists in media, the women are amply using the technological advancement and reach to 

make sure their concerns are not only heard but represented (ibid.). Brands such as H&M, Jimmy 

Choo, Gucci, Dolce&Gabbana, to name a few have recently come under scrutiny and heavy 

criticism for their stereotypical advertisements in terms of race and gender, causing them to pull 

back their campaigns (Greaves, 2017; Knott, 2018). In 2016, Gap received heavy criticism and 

boycott for its sexist advertisement for kidswear, portraying girls in t-shirt captioned ‗social 

butterfly‘ while boys in t-shirt captioned ‗the little scholar‘ with Einstein‘s face (Stewart, 2016). 

Rosengren et al., 2013 notes that the ‗advertising equity‘, the consumers‘ cumulative perception 

of the global value and impact of the brand‘s advertising, is causing significant impact on 

consumers‘ attitude and behavior towards brands (thus, impacting brand equity).  

 

As a result, advertising agencies are creating campaigns aimed at supporting and empowering 

women and girls. From 2014 debut of Always #LikeAGirl to Sport England‘s ‗This girl can‘ 

(2015) to H&M showcasing diversity in ‗She‘s a Lady‘ advertisement (2016), all have few 

things in common — women breaking the traditional stereotypes and being empowered. Even 

company indirectly related to women such as Gillette addressed the issue of toxic masculinity 

and ‗boys will be boys‘ mentality in its advertisement and asked its audience to ‗be the best a 

man can be‘ (Baggs, 2019; Cain, 2019). Advertising awards such as Glass Lion: The Lion for 

Change (Cannes Lions), Femvertising award (SheKnows Media), only add on to encourage and 

honor advertisements that address gender inequality and prejudice. Intending to change 

portrayals, many brands are willing to work and create a new visual language as well as direct 

advertisements with a female-centric lens (the female gaze) (JWT, 2017). A campaign by Lena 

Dunham and Jemima Kirke for New Zealand based lingerie brand, Lonely, featured no 

retouching, natural poses, and body positive images for women for all shapes and sizes (ibid.). 

Aerie, another lingerie brand, is committed to 100% un-retouched models in its campaign 

alongside catering to women of all shapes, sizes, and colors (Aerie, 2014). Menstruation, subject 
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to bizarre euphemisms in the media, is challenged by Thinx underwear, with bold, suggestive 

images that portray the reality of menstruation rather than treating it as a curse (JWT, 2017). 

 

These changes have also brought forward the discussion about ‗commoditization of feminism‘ to 

the forefront. The ‗commodity feminism‘ is described as ―when feminist ideas like self-

empowerment and agency are attached to products as a selling point/commodity activism‖ — a 

way of commoditizing feminism ideas (Banet-Weiser, 2012). The term ‗commodity feminism‘ 

was first coined by Robert Goldman (1992) in Reading ads socially, as a way advertiser distill 

the value of feminism to be related to objects advertised — a look or a style to be consumed 

(Duncombe, 2012). Currently termed as ‗market feminism‘, ‗free market feminism‘, 

‗femvertising‘ or ‗power femininity‘, pro-female imagery and empowerment message are 

embedded in advertisements to challenge or counter the traditional stereotypes and imagery 

(Eisend, 2010; Knoll et. al, 2011), more so that this approach is added as business function under 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Prügl, 2015).  

 

Critiques of the commercial mixing of feminist ideology with advertising regard it as another 

tool to sell consumers, especially women, the myth of buying independence and choices through 

products (Gill, 2008). Currently, the meaning of ‗feminism‘ is increasingly associated in the 

mainstream media as ‗cool‘; thus, feminism has moved from being a derided and repudiated 

identity to a more desirable, decidedly fashionable one (Gill, 2016). This depoliticizes feminism 

and pushes feminist social objectives onto the individual‘s everyday life choices and 

consumption level rather than acknowledging it as a socio-political issue (Goldman, 1992; Prügl, 

2015). Femvertising plays much on women‘s self-esteem, by acknowledging its lack thereof, and 

thus, building it up through ―reliable‖ representation in advertising through which consumers can 

acquire confidence or self-esteem (Banet-Weiser, 2012). Moreover, advertisers are creating 

―many faces of feminism‖ which makes it even more difficult for consumers to detect what an 

―authentic‖ feminist is (Prügl, 2015). Thus, brands that utilize female empowerment in 

advertising are considered unrepresentative of the feminist movement due to their profiteering 

purposes and are thus practicing and portraying false activism (Baxter, 2015). Commodity 

feminism affects the feminism ideology when adopted under business plans by making women 

empowerment easily achievable through molding of the individual‘s ‗responsible-self‘ through 
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the consumption of the advertised product (Prügl, 2015). Although some see these changes in 

advertising as progress towards a pro-female portrayal, others see this as marketing for profit. 

Despite a significant portion of the advertisements still unrepresentative of the concerns of 

women, femvertising is still credited for the creation of a responsible, inclusive and gender non-

conforming imagery that changes the way the advertising industry has been (JWT, 2017).  

 

2.3 Portrayals in Advertising: Stereotyped and Non-Stereotyped  

Advertising has historically used stereotypes prevalent in societies in portraying people for its 

selling narrative (Eisend, 2010). The vast amount of literature so far has focused on areas such as 

the nature and frequency of these portrayals (Eisend, 2010; Knoll et al., 2011), the social 

(Dittmar and Howard, 2004) and brand-related effects (Eisend et al., 2014). These very literature 

are used in the following section to understand the stereotyped and non-stereotyped portrayal in 

advertising to better understand femvertising.  

 

A stereotype is defined as a widely accepted belief about attributes of people belonging to a 

certain class or category, such as gender, sexual orientation, race or ethnicity (Mastro and Stern, 

2003; Taylor and Stern, 1997). They are a set of concepts used to simplify information and 

systematize the world (Johnson and Grier, 2010). An image or a concept regarding certain class 

or category on its own is not a stereotype and thus causes no harm (Taylor and Stern, 1997). 

However, the repeated conveyance of the concept over and over, end up shaping people‘s idea or 

understanding of the concept and thus, become a generalized belief about the whole group or 

section of the class or category (ibid.). Thereby, it limits the possibilities of self-realization for 

individuals belonging to the stereotyped class or category (Knoll et al., 2011). The stereotypes 

used in advertising have often presented people in unusual ways in contrast to the real world, in 

terms of their body type, ethnicity, attractiveness as well as role and occupation, as a norm 

(Bissell and Rask, 2010). Hence, an advertisement is termed stereotyped if the portrayal of 

people is consistent with a general or widely held stereotype for a social category, in stark 

contrast to reality. A vast majority of research on advertisements across the world has shown that 

the mainstream advertisement is stereotyped, and far different from the real world (Eisend, 2010; 

Eisend et al., 2014).  
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The following section presents the most common stereotypes in advertising, in relation to 

gender, referenced through content analysis done by few researchers within this area. The first 

content analysis done in 1971 regarding gender biases in magazine advertisements found these 

key stereotypes: ‗a woman‘s place is in the home‘, ‗women do not make important decisions or 

so important things‘, ‗women are dependent and need men‘s protection‘ and ‗men regard women 

primarily as sex objects; they are not interested in women as people‘ (Courtney and Lockerretz, 

1971). Since then, numerous content analyses have gone on to replicate these findings; the 

women are far more sexualized, alluringly depicted or in decorative roles in magazines and other 

media (Signorielli, McLeod, and Healy, 1994; Reichert et al., 2007; Stankiewicz and Rosselli, 

2008). The purpose of the tables, presented below, is to depict the type and frequency of 

stereotypes directed towards women when compared to men and serves as a baseline to 

understand the parameters of a non-stereotyped advertisement better. Furthermore, it should be 

noted that gender depiction in ‗new-media‘ i.e. internet, social media, games are seldom 

examined and most of the articles cited use the traditional media as their research area (Collins, 

2011). The limitless availability of diverse content over the internet, new platforms, alongside 

increasing immersion in these media, calls for more research into portrayals in the digital frontier 

(ibid.).  

Table 1: Gender-based stereotyped portrayal for Women: Physical Appearance 

Stereotype Findings Region Media 

Channel 

Source 

Women as younger 3 times more likely 

than men 

Global Radio and TV 

commercial 

Eisend, 2010 

Women represented by 

only body parts 

Women: 58.6% of 

times  

the US Magazine 

(1950-2000) 

Mager & 

Helgeson, 2011 

Women with a slim 

body type 

Average model is 

more than 20% 

underweight  

Global N/A Halliwell & 

Dittmar, 2004 

Women as sexual 

objects 

Around 31.52% of 

advertisements 

the UK Print Plakoyiannaki 

& Zotos, 2009 
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Women portrayed 

younger 

Women: mostly in 

their 20s  

Men: 20s, 30s, 40s 

the US, the 

UK, Canada, 

Australia, 

New 

Zealand 

2,000 films in 

Cannes Lions 

archive (2006-

2016) 

JWT New York 

& the Geena 

Davis Institute 

on Gender, 

2017 

Table 2: Gender-based stereotyped portrayal for Women: Role 

Stereotype Findings Region Media Channel Source 

Women as passive 4 times more 

likely than men 

Global Radio and TV 

commercial 

Eisend, 2010 

Women as dependent 4 times more 

likely than men 

Global Radio and TV 

commercial 

Eisend, 2010 

Women in domestic 

setting 

  

3.5 times more 

likely than men 

Global Radio and TV 

commercial 

Eisend, 2010 

On avg. 21% 

more than men 

Germany, 

the US, 

China, 

Canada, 

Brazil, South 

Korea, 

Thailand 

TV commercial Paek et al., 

2010 

48% more likely 

to be shown in 

kitchen 

the US, the 

UK, Canada, 

Australia, 

New Zealand 

2,000 films in 

Cannes Lions 

archive (2006-

2016) 

JWT New 

York & the 

Geena Davis 

Institute on 

Gender, 2017 

Women concerned with 

appearance 

45.90% of 

advertisements 

the UK Print Plakoyiannaki 

& Zotos, 2009 

Women in suggestive 

role 

Women: 88.4% of 

times 

Men: 11.6% of 

times 

the US Magazine (1950-

2000) 

Mager & 

Helgeson, 

2011 

Women in sexually 

revealing clothes 

6 times more 

likely than men 

 

1 in 10 women 

the US, the 

UK, Canada, 

Australia, 

New Zealand 

2,000 films in 

Cannes Lions 

archive (2006-

2016) 

  

  

JWT New 

York & the 

Geena Davis 

Institute on 

Gender, 2017 

  Women in professional 

setting 

Only 1 in 4 

women as having 

jobs 
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Women‘s mental 

capability as lower than 

men 

Men 62% more 

likely to be shown 

as smarter than 

women 

 

On the contrary, a non-stereotyped advertisement is termed as one that portrays its characters in 

ways that do not adhere to stereotypes pertaining to their social class or category (Mastro and 

Stern, 2003). For instance, a non-stereotypical portrayal in terms of gender would show men as a 

stay-home, caring parent, while women being the breadwinner of a family. It also includes a 

portrayal previously not included or depicted in advertisements, such as a same-sex couple or a 

body-positive model; as they are indeed part of the real-life in societies while largely being 

under-represented in advertising. While these portrayals are generally termed as counter-

stereotyped portrayal, others simply are devoid of any form of stereotyping altogether. 

Femvertising has elements of both counter-stereotypical and neutral, in relation to gender, 

especially women, and can, therefore, be broadly termed as gender non-conforming 

advertisements or non-stereotypical advertisements.  

 

As the current wave of femvertising is intersectional and transnational, there is a utilization of 

diverse types of women in terms of race, ethnicity, body-size, and age (Becker-Herby, 2016). 

The ideal, model-like representation of the female body and femininity is disregarded for a 

variety of female appearances (ibid.). This is a sign of advertising being inclusive and diverse in 

their representation of their target customers (JWT, 2017). Additionally, these advertisements are 

imbued with empowering, inspirational messages, aimed at providing consumers with feelings of 

affirmation and motivation (Becker-Herby, 2016). Thus, rather than affirming that women are 

not good enough or need their products for fixing, advertisements infer messages of self-

confidence and natural beauty (SheKnows, 2014). Moreover, they are also counter-stereotypical, 

i.e. pushing the boundaries of previous gendered norms or stereotypes, and thus, challenge 

perceptions of what ‗being a woman is‘ in their storyline (SheKnows, 2014). Additionally, 

femvertising also portrays women performing, working or competing in scenarios or setting 

disassociated with femininity or outside of the traditional stereotype such as household or other 

duties associated with motherhood or marriage (Becker-Herby, 2016). Furthermore, these 

advertisements downplay on sexuality and the male gaze, not by suppressing it but by making it 
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more nuanced than the traditional ‗sex sells‘ nature (SheKnows, 2014). Female body and 

sexuality are portrayed in a relevant, natural and authentic way with less over-the-top with 

cleavage or unrealistic sexual make-up or body position/proportions (Becker-Herby, 2016).  

Table 3: Non-stereotyped portrayal for Women in Femvertising: Role and Appearance 

Diverse Representation of Women: in terms of age, sexuality, race, ethnicity, body size 

Message and/or Storyline inherently pro-female: message of empowerment, self-confidence  

Counter-stereotypical in portrayals: challenge gender-based norm or stereotypes  

Downplay on sexualization or objectification: more natural and relevant portrayals of female body 
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3. Theories of the Social Effects of Advertising  

This section presents relevant theories for this study in understanding the consumer responses to 

advertising as well as the theories associated with the impact of advertising.  

 

3.1 Consumer Response Metrics  

Within the research arena, concepts such as attitudes, values, perceptions, and opinions are 

acquired behavioral dispositions (Campbell, 1963). Behavioral dispositions are ‗tendencies 

toward particular acts, such as evaluating, or acting toward, a particular object or a particular 

process‘ (ibid.). They are the forces that channel perceptions, categorization, organization or 

choice, acquired through the process of socialization such as one‘s history, group membership or 

context-dependent experience at a given point (Bergman, 1998). These concepts are defined in 

this section to understand their relevance within this research.  

An attitude is defined as one‘s relation to different objects that are somewhat stable over time; 

the different objects being social issues, different cultures, and politics, amongst many (Ekström 

et al., 2017). Values, on the other hand, are believed to be more stable over time and encapsulate 

one‘s actions, aspirations, motives and suggest appropriate behavior (Bergman, 1998; Ekström et 

al., 2017). Therefore, attitude is termed as cognitive and affective evaluation of an object, while 

values are inert dispositions that transcend attitudes to drive life‘s mode of conduct (Bergman, 

1998). Given one‘s values and attitudes, perception is the process by which people select, 

organize and interpret sensations, i.e. the immediate response of sensory receptors to stimuli such 

as light, color, and/or sound (Madichie, 2012). Thus, perception is the interpretation of the 

meanings of a stimulus that are consistent with the individual‘s own biases, needs, and 

experiences (ibid.). And, opinion is a statement-based evaluation or meanings derived about an 

abstract or concrete object/stimulus at a given point (Bergman, 1998). Although most research 

use attitude and opinions synonymously, attitude and values are more stable dispositions that 

drive perception and opinion in response or evaluation of object presented (ibid.). It should be 

noted that despite these concepts being a cognitive and affective evaluation of objects, attitudes 

and values precedes perception and opinion, thus impact the latter two (ibid.). Given that 

attitudes and values are considered to impact the development of opinion, for our thesis we use 

opinion, statement-based evaluation of femvertising to understand what viewers feel about the 

use and outcome of femvertising in fashion.  
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As study into attitudes and values dominate the field of social psychology and marketing to 

understand their impact on behavior amongst consumers (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1977; Kroesen, 

Handy and Chorus, 2017), the section that follows details component within advertising that 

impacts attitudes and therefore opinions. In the digitalized world, brands use advertising and 

various elements within it to catch viewers‘ attention and interest (Yang et al., 2017). However, 

viewers‘ attitude is dependent on advertisement‘s informativeness and entertainment value 

amongst others (ibid.). Hence, while consumers are evaluating an advertisement and its values, it 

reveals the attitude behind it (Wang, et.al. 2002).  

3.2 Consumer Responses to Advertising 

Advertisements have long been identified under two dimensions: informational or cognitive 

dimension and emotional or feeling dimension (Tellis and Ambler, 2007). The section below 

presents how components of the emotional/feeling dimensions of advertisements can have an 

impact in opinion formulation, thus aid in our understanding of how customers feel about 

emotion-laden advertising like femvertising. These concepts will be used later to recognize and 

analyze consumers‘ responses when presented with the advertisements used for this thesis.  

 

3.2.1 Emotions and Content 

Emotions play an important role in fashion advertisement and therefore, brands frequently use 

emotional dimensions to appeal to consumers (Tellis and Ambler, 2007; Taylor and Costello, 

2017). The emotional dimension is often expressed with emotional appeal or message imbued 

with content designed to elicit emotions or feelings (ibid.). Femvertising with strong emotional 

dimension, the message of women‘s empowerment and inclusive portrayals in terms of gender, 

race, and sexuality, falls under this category. The emotion-laden advertisements are linked to the 

excitement transfer theory which stipulated that arousal or intensified feelings from a stimulus 

with advertisements can be transferred to another i.e. transfer to the brand or product advertised 

(Kardes, 2002; Bülbül and Menon, 2010). These strong emotional reactions towards the 

advertisement are influencers of perception or behavior about the advertisement/brand 

(Martinez-Fiestas et al., 2015). Further research suggests that feelings evoked by emotion-laden 

advertisements are a good indicator of their effectiveness (Wood, 2012) as they lead to increased 

attitude and engagement with the content (Bülbül and Menon, 2010). Therefore, fashion 

advertisements that employ more emotional appeal versus informational, positively change 
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consumers attitude towards the brands (Lee and Burns, 2014), and lead to consumers feeling 

optimistic and positive emotions after viewing the advertisements (Phillip and McQuarrie, 2011; 

Obermiller, Spangenberg and MacLachlan, 2005). Specific to femvertising, the appeals used in 

the advertisements have been found to positively impact the advertisement and brand opinion as 

well as emotional engagement with its content (Drake, 2017).  

 

Another component to consider is the elements used to categorize emotional responses to 

evaluate consumer responses. The emotional elements are categorized as pleasure, arousal, and 

domination (Olney, Batra and Hoolbrook, 1991). Adjectives used to categorize pleasure are 

loving, friendly, and grateful and arousal are interested, excited, and entertained (Anastasiei and 

Chiosa, 2014). Domination dimension could be defined by words like sad, fear, and skepticism 

(ibid.). Moreover, responses have also been divided into ‗hedonic‘ and ‗utilitarian‘ (Olney, Batra 

and Hoolbrook, 1991). Hedonic dimensions, like pleasure and arousal, correlates with 

‗entertaining‘ dimensions within advertisements whereas, utilitarian dimensions are focused on 

‗usefulness‘ or the ‗personal relevance‘ (Olney, Batra and Hoolbrook, 1991).  According to 

Anastasiei and Chiosa‘s (2014) study, pleasure and arousal emotions have a positive influence on 

attitude towards the brand and advertisement, while domination emotions do not have any 

influence. Moreover, respondents have been found to be more involved, captivated, and 

interested by a utilitarian rather than hedonic dimension (Sharma et al., 2012). On the contrary, 

the stronger the domination emotion is aroused, the greater the chances that the viewer‘s focus 

more on the characters or message rather than the advertisement as a whole or the brand (Orth 

and Holancova, 2003). Further, taking a hedonic approach in advertisement often led to more 

focus on the visual elements of the advertisement rather than meaning or core intent when 

compared to utilitarian approach (Sharma et al., 2012). These measures of affective responses aid 

in understanding the impact of emotions or feelings aroused towards the overall attitude or 

opinion towards the advertisement and the brand.  

 

3.2.2 Believability and Credibility  

When accessing consumers‘ responses to advertisements, the impact of brand image cannot be 

ignored. Evaluation of uniqueness and novelty in advertising content depends frequently on the 

viewers‘ experience from viewing seeing a similar advertisement or prior knowledge of the 
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brand (Olney, Batra and Hoolbrook, 1991). Thus, repetitive portrayals in an advertisement 

displayed, or prior knowledge of the brand reduces the effectiveness of the advertisement and 

affects the emotional response or reaction to it (Campbell and Keller, 2003). Furthermore, the 

theory of ‗mere exposure effect‘ implies positive attitude towards images seen beforehand can 

turn into a negative one, considering new information about the brand or repeated portrayals lead 

to boredom (Scott and Batra, 2003). This change in attitude, from positive to negative, towards 

the brand and its advertisement is called the ‗inverted U curve‘ (ibid.). This is applicable in the 

case of femvertising which applies ‗associative marketing‘ (mentioned in the literature review). 

Associative marketing is a way to increase the persuasion of an advertisement by connecting the 

brand‘s products to non-market goods to increase sales (Waide, 1987). Any disassociation within 

the visual element or the marketed product with the ‗non-market good‘ leads to skepticism or 

confusion (ibid.). Within this Waide (1987) listed few responses that denote skepticism or 

negative reaction to associative marketing: advertisers feed to increase frequent consumerism, 

the selling product has a low connection to the non-marketed good e.g. clothes cannot improve 

women‘s right, an attempt to increase sales, advertisers are targeting the deep-seated non-market 

goods that consumers‘ desires.  

 

3.2.3 Visual Processing  

In accessing consumers‘ responses, understanding the consumer‘s visual processing of 

information also helps. Since, visual processing often involves looking without comprehension 

or watching without engagement (Schroeder, 2002), viewers tend to fill in unfinished visual 

narratives to understand the visual elements in a holistic way, when said video advertisements 

leave gaps in its narratives (Sharma et. al, 2012). Therefore, it is on to the advertisers to ensure 

that the message flows smoothly without any breaks as any gaps lead to skepticism or confusion. 

Hence, the content, imagery, and processing fluency impact how viewers process the 

advertisement (Chang, 2013). Within this, narratives appeal better because of its fluency in 

information, message, and depictions and therefore, provide better visual processing (ibid.).  

 

3.3 Impact of advertising: The „mirror‟ versus „mold‟ point of view  

Understanding the consequences or impact of advertisement in developments within society has 

created two opposing positions within the academic realm: Mirror vs. Mold. Because of 
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advertisements being persuasive, repetitive and professionally developed vehicle (Pollay 1986, 

1987), its unintentional positive and negative impacts on society have long been argued. This is 

particularly true regarding the advertising industry‘s presentation of gender-based typecast. The 

two opposing arguments have been articulated as the ‗mirror‘ versus the ‗mold‘ argument; 

advertisements are reflective of socio-cultural values/norms versus they influence/mold socio-

cultural values/norms through repetition. Also to be noted is that, the differentiation between 

whether advertising is reflecting or influencing our society is not always so clear; the ‗mirror can 

be turned into ‗mold‘ and vice versa, as well, the fusion of both further implicates the 

differentiation from one another (Frith and Mueller, 2012), which is discussed further along this 

chapter. In the section below these two opposing arguments will be characterized with the help 

of previous researches in relation to gender conforming (stereotyped) and gender non-

conforming portrayals (in our case, femvertising) to better understand its consequences.  

3.3.1 The „mirror‟ argument  

According to the ‗mirror‘ arguments, advertising merely reflects the values that are already 

prevalent in a larger social or cultural context (Holbrook, 1987). So, advertisements act as a 

magnifying lens for an extrapolated picture of the dominant values and beliefs (Pollay 1986, 

1987). The key rationale behind the ‗mirror‘ argument suggests that the socio-cultural and 

political environment has a multiple interfaced and interrelated factor, which ultimately 

influences the values system of a society; and therefore, advertisements are insignificant in their 

impact (Holbrook, 1987; Pollay 1986, 1987). Hence, since gender identity and stereotypes are 

socially constructed (Wolf, 1991), advertisers simply adhere to these socio-cultural concepts and 

values, specific to gender, to promote their product and brands rather than try to alter them 

(Holbrook, 1987; Zotos and Tsichla, 2014).  

 

Advertising mirroring society is also based on constructed assumptions about a target market and 

group, and advertisers‘ purpose is to come up with a way that best appeals to them (Kervin, 

1990). This is especially true when the larger and more socially diverse the target market is, the 

greater the difficulty, as it becomes harder to select a message and strategy that at the same time 

does not alienate the market and avoid matters that are potentially uncomfortable and ambivalent 

(Wernick, 1994). Thus, advertisers comply with dominant values within the social class or the 
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targeted group (ibid.). All in all, advertisers with their adherence to socio-cultural concepts of 

gender ‗conventionalized our conventions, stylize what is already a stylization‘ (Goffman, 1979). 

 

3.3.2 The „mold‟ argument 

Conversely, the ‗mold‘ argument postulates that advertisements have the capability to mold and 

shape the values of its targeted audience (Pollay 1986, 1987). The pervasive nature of advertising 

is accorded as a point of cultural reference (Wernick, 1994). Hence, the prevailing social gender 

roles are created, shaped and reinforced through the repetitive and persuasive advertisements 

(Ganahl et al. 2003a, 2003b). The key rationale behind this suggests that attitudes and behavior 

in everyday social lives end up being shaped by what is being exposed by the media, assuming 

people learn from the media (Eisend, 2010). Also termed as a distorted mirror, advertisements 

mirroring only parts of the society that generates consumption thus, profit for advertisers, leads 

to the repeated portrayal of certain values more than the others (Pollay 1986, 1987). It is also 

argued that advertising distorts the real world by showing the audience a distorted mirror — 

which is even more enhanced given the technological advancement of virtual reality (Frith and 

Mueller, 2012).  

 

Research within the mold perspective postulates that repeated portrayals play a meaningful role 

in the development of audiences‘ cognitive development (Mastro, 2009). The argument is in line 

with the cultivation theory, which suggests that extensive media exposure shape people‘s view of 

their social reality; albeit in a slow, indirect but at the same time in a cumulative and significant 

manner (Gerbner et al., 2002). It leads the audience to adopt the realities in the media as their 

own and these altered concepts of reality in turn influence real-life behavior (Rudy, Popova and 

Linz, 2010). This ultimately contours an individual‘s behavior in relation to themselves, their 

bodies and other people, to match the advertisement reality (Giddens, 1991; Gustafson, 2001); 

and therefore, have a significant influence on society.  

 

3.3.3 The ambivalence of „mirror‟ versus „mold‟ argument 

Much of prior research suggests that advertising is reflective of and even dependent on 

meanings, values within society, as socio-culturally congruent advertisements are the most 

persuasive especially if they reflect the values of the target group (Frith and Mueller, 2012; 
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Pollay, 1987). This holds advertising as a mirroring concept; advertisers reflect and profit off 

prevailing notions within society. However, since social construct and values are in constant 

fluid and transformation, advertisers seek a unique niche for competitive advantage and 

therefore, align advertisements with the changes within society for selling purposes (Holbrook, 

1987). Advertisers easily augment or reposition their existing belief for another, thus mirror the 

new values within society esp. from their target market, which works best to sell – the distorted 

mirror (Holbrook, 1987). As depicted in the literature review, within each wave of feminism, 

advertisers changed their marketing ways to associate with the feminist movement of the time. In 

doing so, the whole difference of mirror vs. mold disappears; as advertisers mirror only a portion 

of the values of society (distorted view) to manipulate it for its own use (mold). Through the 

association with new norms and values within societies, advertisers, as such, are lauded as ‗new 

cultural intermediaries‘ powerful enough to produce and distribute values to sufficiently bring 

about a change within social institutions (Moisander and Valtonen, 2006). Therefore, 

understanding advertisements alongside the social and economic context may indicate how 

gender ideology is being developed on that specific time; as advertisements mirror elements 

relevant to their purpose (Kervin, 1990). It provides clues to the social definitions of various 

groups, hints about the situation of an audience within society – reaching a mirroring approach 

on some parts of society (ibid.). To a larger extent, advertisements today still portray female in 

stereotypical roles (e.g. dependent, within homes, as sexual object), despite the changes in terms 

of gendered social roles, women rights, and empowerment; thus they are lagging far behind the 

actual social reality (Eisend, 2010; Knoll et al., 2011). While a significant portion of 

advertisements still depicts the stereotypical values (thus, mirroring a dominant value), others are 

working towards a gender non-stereotypical portrayal (thus, mirroring the feminist ideology of 

the time, non-dominant values). This causes us to rethink the mirror/mold argument for 

advertisements.  

 

3.3.4 Research into the mirror and mold  

Research into the mirror and mold theory within advertising is termed as the social effects of 

advertising. Social effects of advertising are largely termed as the unintended or extended effect 

of advertisements; effects that occur regardless of the advertisers, the audience or the intended 

purpose of the advertisement i.e. consumption (Pollay, 1986; Dahlén and Rosengren, 2016). 
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When researching the connection between advertising and social aspects, it remains still unsure 

on how to separate cause and effect (Pollay, 1986). This is due to the inability to track all social 

changes and other factors that influences the consumers‘ way of thinking and behaviors (ibid.). 

 

Even then, the social effects of advertising can be preferably studied in various ways i.e. 

traditional research methods of consumers build more upon psychology perspective, content 

analysis and experimental paradigms (Pollay, 1986). The first research method explores the 

stimulus elements and the responses and then finding the causally linked between these two 

(ibid.). The second method studies it through content analysis, performed through a methodically 

drawn sample of advertisements, giving an insight into the nature of the stimuli (ibid.). The third 

method studies through the experimental paradigms, which can be used to examine the extent to 

which advertisement work to set agendas, convey behavior by defining the ―evoked set‖ of 

alternatives and providing the criteria employed to choose from that evoked set (ibid.). To 

understand consumers‘ evaluation of femvertising and its outcome, the most appropriate 

approach is the traditional research method which explores the mirror-mold continuum through 

consumer-based research. Previous research using the traditional research method in exploring 

the social effects of both gender-conforming (stereotyped) and gender non-conforming portrayals 

(in our case, femvertising) is detailed below.  

 

Most research within the social effect of advertising has focused on stereotyped, idealized or 

sexualized portrayals, pointing towards negative social influence (Eisend, 2017). Research 

suggest stereotyped portrayals impact on body ideals (D‘Alessandro and Chitty, 2011; Ford et 

al., 1991), creativity (Rosengren et al., 2013), social comparisons (Buunk and Dijkstra, 2011), 

mood or feelings (Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004), which are unrelated to the sender or the intended 

purpose of the advertisement. As such, these effects by and large generated by advertisements, 

impact consumers‘ well-being and their relation to their surroundings (Pollay 1986; Dahlén and 

Rosengren, 2016); thus, viewing advertisements as molder through its portrayal. Whether 

positive or negative, the stereotyped portrayals, according to the social comparison theory 

(Festinger, 1954) leads to comparison in real life, where the audience affected by these 

stereotypes come out on the negative side, causing the feeling of inadequacy (Richins, 1991). For 

example, the ‗model minority myth‘ that portrays Asians as highly intelligent, capable, smart and 
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good at math (Li, 2005), is harmful whether they are low-achieving or high-achieving in 

academics (Rice, 2017). These portrayals overlook the need of low-achieving students of extra 

help in academics and increase pressure for high-achieving ones for better performance, thus 

leading to frequent burnouts (ibid.). Therefore, using the social comparison theory, many cited 

researchers have highlighted their concerns regarding the impact of the idealized and sexualized 

portrayals of women on their self-esteem (Irving, 1990; Lafky et al., 1996), body-related anxiety 

and satisfaction (Halliwell and Dittmar, 2004; Wan et al., 2013), and self-objectification (Lavine, 

Sweeney and Wagner, 1999).  

 

Given that research into stereotyped portrayal suggests negative influence, then, under certain 

circumstances, the opposite, i.e. non-stereotyped portrayals may lead to better well-being, both 

on an individual and social level. Although research on changes in portrayals is still lacking, 

some studies on the changing nature of advertisements, towards a more body-positive portrayal, 

have provided evidence in support of the positive influence. The exposure to  more average-sized 

models, when contrasted with the previous thin, slim models, has been found to reduce, on some 

level, women‘s body-related anxiety and improve self-esteem (Dittmar and Howard 2004; 

Halliwell et al., 2005; Loken and Peck, 2005; Martin et al., 2007). Moreover, portrayals of 

homosexuality in advertisements have been noted to increase social connectedness and empathy 

(Åkestem et al., 2017b). While femvertising focused on challenging stereotypical physical 

characteristics, role, and occupation when contrasted with stereotypical ones, were found to 

induce positive emotions as well as presumed to generate positive social influence (Åkestem, 

2018). This shows that the consumers‘ reaction to non-stereotyped portrayals led to presumed 

influence; consumers aware of the persuasive nature of the advertisements presume its impact on 

others more than themselves (Gunther and Storey, 2003). Consumers presume the portrayals 

within the advertisement can either help or harm others (Eisend, 2017) which leads them to 

respond either positively or negatively towards the advertisement (ibid.). Within our research 

paradigm, consumer responses or evaluation of femvertising is used to understand how they 

respond to non-stereotypical portrayals of femvertising and what impact do they presume it to 

have.  
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4. Methodology  

This chapter presents the research approach and method used, followed by the account of the data 

collection and analysis method applied for this study.  

 

4.1 Research Approach and Design 

This thesis seeks to understand consumers‘ opinions about femvertising, which determined our 

choice of research approach and design. Given that the research seeks to explore consumers‘ 

opinion about femvertising, a qualitative approach suits better to capture an individual‘s thought 

and interpretation. Within this, we use theories about consumers responses and impact of 

advertising to analyze the consumers‘ thoughts and opinion in relation to them. Therefore, the 

specificity of our research paradigm, value words, and experiences of participants in relation to 

available theories of advertising required us to use a mixed method in our research approach.  

Mixed method employs elements of both qualitative and quantitative methods within the same 

study to provide a more elaborated understanding of the phenomenon (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie 

and Turner, 2007). For us, the primary aim was to capture the individual‘s thoughts and 

interpretation of femvertising in relation to the literature and theoretical framework, which 

makes this a parallel mixed method research. A parallel mixed method uses both qualitative and 

quantitative data collection and/or data analysis methods to understand the phenomenon from 

different viewpoints or lenses (Shorten and Smith, 2017).  Within this, both qualitative and 

quantitative data is collected and analyzed to form an open, multiple understanding of the 

phenomena rather than triangulating them to form a theory (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner, 

2007); thus, this makes both data set important in relation to one another to construct a richer 

understanding. Through the qualitative aspect of this research, an individual‘s words and 

thoughts were made visible through its focus on words, while the quantitative aspect of this 

research allowed us to map or categorize the data in themes to understand the diversity of the 

opinions in relation to the theory presented. Therefore, the study collected data through an open-

ended questionnaire method, which provided us with both qualitative and quantitative data to 

answer our research question. Here, both qualitative and quantitative aspects were combined to 

gain a broader view of the phenomenon and fulfill the research purpose. 
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Our study started with an exploration into the phenomenon of feministic advertising within 

fashion, which provided an abstract idea into the macro-level social force of feminism in the 

advertising industry. With implications from the literature review and the theoretical frameworks 

presented, this study uses a deductive approach to analyze and discuss the findings in relation to 

them. An approach is defined by the nature of its relationship with the theory and research, and a 

deductive one has theory guiding the research (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Moreover, the use of 

consumer response theories in the understanding and interpreting the respondents‘ answers 

further implicates a deductive approach. Thus, within deductive the link between the theories and 

research purpose is to find out if the theories hold for the phenomenon presented (Bryman, 

2012), here, by finding out where femvertising stands in terms of its portrayals and impact 

according to the respondents‘, which is analyzed and discussed in relation to the literature and 

theory. However, our research is not focused on contesting any hypothesis, but to deduce an 

open overview of consumer opinion against available theories or observations.  

4.2 Research Method 

This section elaborates on the research method, including how we set up the sampling, developed 

the questionnaire and analyzed what the informants shared.  

 

4.2.1 Sampling  

For this research, the responses were collected through virtual snowball sampling, a digital 

rendition of traditional snowball method. This method, a non-probability sampling, was used to 

reach out to the respondents in the online sphere with no specific country or culture or gender in 

consideration. Moreover, the questionnaire was posted on the researchers‘ Facebook, LinkedIn 

and Instagram accounts. Those initially reached were encouraged to pass the questionnaire 

forward to friends, family, and acquaintances. Given that we are living, or close to living, in the 

condition of ―globality‖ or ―a social condition where the economic, political and environmental 

issues are interconnected, making borders and boundaries irrelevant‖ (Steger, 2003), the 

snowball was allowed to flow freely without any control from the researchers and the 

questionnaire was open for access to everyone who came across it. Additionally, as 

transnationality of the fourth wave feminism and the global reach of digital advertisements today 

crosses boundaries and borders, the sample for this study was expected to transcend geographical 

boundaries. The snowball started with about 43 people from the researchers‘ socio-digital circles 
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and wound up to 86 responses from 26 locations in the world. Given the time and resource 

constraints, our sample could not reach as large as we aimed it to be. Furthermore, since the 

snowball started from the researchers‘ own socio-digital circle, some level of knowledge and 

understanding of the research topic or area is to be expected. Although the snowball sampling 

indicates subjective research which facilitates access to participants with similar lifestyle and 

ideology (Ritch and Schröder, 2012), the level and diversity of opinion within our research was 

indicative of the complexity and ambivalence regarding the research area.   

 

4.2.2 Tools used for Data Collection  

The informants‘ opinions were gathered online through a questionnaire. Questionnaires are 

usually understood as tools for quantitative research to determine numerical variations within a 

population (Jansen, 2010). However, there are still ways to use a questionnaire with qualitative 

purposes to understand the diversity within a topic rather than numerical frequencies or 

parameters (ibid.). They are appropriate when the research question is about self-reported beliefs, 

opinions, attitudes or expectations (Neuman, 2014). Since our research was focused on gaining 

insights into consumers‘ opinions regarding femvertising, the use of online questionnaires 

distributed through various channels would help us ask many questions as well as reach a larger 

sample efficiently. The online social network services allow users to construct their profile and 

view, articulate themselves and their thought, with whom they share a connection (Boyd and 

Ellison, 2007). Therefore, the use of this very platform offered us a quick, single-handled way to 

reach almost 26 locations around the world and know people‘s thoughts on femvertising.  

 

The instrument that was used for the questionnaire template is Google Forms, released in 2012, 

that can be used for online questionnaire/survey purposes. The Google Forms allows for 

embedding video within the questionnaire, our primary reason for choosing this platform. The 

Google form was launched on 18.5.2019 and closed on 5.5.2019. Moreover, it was not translated 

to match the countries‘ language, and so, it was an understanding that the respondents, who have 

a certain command of the English language, would be a part of the study. It should be noted that 

the respondent‘s levels of English language will affect their understanding of the questionnaire, 

their responses, as well as our interpretation of it. As both the researchers have a multilingual 
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background and professional competency of the English language, this might affect the literary 

construction of the research.  

 

The questionnaire, with open access, was to the best possible sent out to within our online sphere 

through private messages, Facebook, LinkedIn, Instagram and participants were highly 

encouraged to be spread and distribute the questionnaire. While introducing the questionnaire, a 

standard message was used for our post on social media, while a more personal message with 

name and greetings were used for private messages. A sample of our post has been presented 

below:  

Figure 1: Screenshot of message used for sampling 

Moreover, the first section of the survey contained information with regards to the purpose of the 

questionnaire and a brief introduction to femvertising as such:  

„As you may have experienced, there is a trend of fashion advertisements with 

„femvertising‟ or „feminist narratives‟. In the survey, we use the term „femvertising‟ 

for feminist advertising. Through this survey, we want to discover your perspectives 

on this trend. Would you be willing to take 15 minutes to watch three videos and 

share your thoughts and experiences related to this trend? Since your opinions are 

the point of this research, there is space provided after each question where you can 

share your thoughts freely and honestly, and confidentially.‟ 
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To encourage participation and an understanding of the term we use in the questionnaire, we felt 

the need to inform our respondents what we are looking for i.e., their honest and unhindered 

opinion on the femvertising or feminist narratives in advertisement. Moreover, our study focuses 

on what respondents feel about the advertisements presented, rather than defining these 

advertisements or categorizing and therefore, the introduction to the term was not assumed to 

impact the responses. Although it can be assumed that this might have still impacted the response 

or the type of responses we received, the findings of the survey, presented later chapter reveals 

that the majority of respondents were very colloquial and expressive in their opinions. Moreover, 

most of the responses were focused on advertisements and the portrayals presented within them 

rather than the feminist movement or what it entails. Only a few respondents used the word trend 

within responses while some specified other examples of feminist advertisements.  

 

4.2.3 Design and Content of the Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was designed to be as interactive in its tone with free-range response area 

provided for opinions regarding the video presented. The use of a self-completed open-ended 

questionnaire structure made it possible for us to gain varied and detailed consumers insights as 

it conferred more freedom for the respondents to answer in their own words. However, the 

questions were laid out in the same order for all the respondents and therefore was standardized 

for easy structuring and analysis later. Based on the pilot testing of the questionnaire amongst a 

few colleagues, the average time of completion was reported to be around 15 minutes. However, 

the actual time required to complete the survey was reported later to be longer than 15 minutes, 

details of which is presented more in the next chapter: the findings of the study.    

 

The questionnaire consisted of 27 open-ended questions and one Likert scale, which was later 

removed for its irrelevance in providing meaningful opinions regarding femvertising. The 

questionnaire was structured into six sections. The first section served as a disclaimer for the 

questionnaire, with information about the researchers, the purpose of the questionnaire as well as 

information about the confidentiality and anonymity of the responses as required for ethical and 

transparency reasons. The second section had open-ended general information questions such as 

location, nationality, ethnicity, age, gender, and sexual identity, educational background and 

occupational status. This section was open-ended, so instead of the usual text-checkboxes ample 
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space was provided to incorporate an open-minded and inclusive way for all respondents to 

answer in their own words. However, some examples were provided to make it clear for the 

respondents on what the question was about. For example: What word(s) do you use to describe 

your sexuality? (queer, heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual….).  

The three sections that followed had five open-ended questions under each video. In these 

sections, the questions were focused more specifically on addressing the research questions. The 

first question asked immediately after the video was: How did the advertisement make you feel, 

and why? (happy, sad, powerful...... because......). This question was asked to understand their 

first response or reaction after seeing the advertisement — the initial emotion evoked. Although 

open-ended, a few word suggestions were provided to help respondents understand and elicit 

responses. It can be argued that such prompts may lead to conformative responses, however, 

findings revealed that respondents freely chose to describe their emotions without being limited 

to the prompts (happy, sad, powerful...); therefore, the prompts did not seem to restrict the 

respondents. The questions that followed on sought information about what the respondents 

thought the message was in the advertisement, and whether they agreed or disagreed with it; this 

question was drafted to understand if personal ideology or thoughts impact respondents‘ 

agreement with advertisements. Further on questions asked them to compare the shown video 

advertisement in relation to other advertisements, as well as roles and identities shown in the 

advertisement in relation to women around them. These questions seek to shed light on whether 

respondents found any difference between the shown advertisement and other fashion 

advertisements as well as the identities shown with their surroundings. These last two questions 

were analyzed in relation to other final thought questions to understand the mirror-mold 

continuum presented in theories.    

 What do you think is the main message in the ad?  

 Do you agree with the message behind the ad? Please explain why you agree or disagree. 

 Compare to other fashion ads, in what ways do you find this ad different or the same? 

 What are your thoughts about the roles and identities of women in the ad, when compared to what 

you see around you?  

The final section included one Likert scale and four final thought questions. The specifics of the 

5-point Likert scale can be found in Appendix II and IV. After receiving feedback on the process 

from those who previewed our study, we decided to not consider the results of the Likert scale as 
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it was irrelevant to understand the consumers‘ opinion on femvertising. The four final thought 

questions were directed at understanding the respondent‘s perceived impact of these 

advertisements and the outcome of it. These questions are analyzed in continuum with the 

questions asked in each video section to form a more detailed understanding of the mirror-mold 

argument. The questions were as follows: 

 To what extent does the video ad match with your idea about gender roles in society? 

 What do you think will be the impact of ‗femvertising‘ on gender-stereotypical fashion ads? 

 What are your thoughts about fashion brands using ‗femvertising‘ in their advertising strategy? 

 What do you think is the outcome of ‗femvertising‘?  

Due to the nature of the research topic, respondents‘ opinions and thoughts were of utmost 

importance, therefore, our questions were purposely left open-ended to let the respondents have 

more freedom of wording their answers.  

 

4.2.4 Ethics and use of personal data 

The researchers honestly informed the respondents about the purpose of the research, their part 

in this research as well as how and where their responses would be used. At the beginning of the 

questionnaire, information about who the researchers were, and why was this research conducted 

was clearly stated, alongside, a brief introduction to fashion advertisements with feminist 

narratives. Moreover, it was stated that our purpose was to understand their thoughts and honest 

opinion about femvertising. Their participation was voluntary and answering the questionnaire 

meant consent for us to use their anonymous responses. This research did not collect any 

identifying information such as name, birth date or email address. In the end, the respondents 

were informed about where they can access the thesis after it has been submitted and if they 

wanted to contact the researchers for it, then they could with the given email address. Three of 

the respondents emailed us back, informing about how they enjoyed being part of the study and 

would like a copy of the thesis later. There was no financial compensation presented for 

participation. Additionally, Google Forms is a GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation) 

compliant product that adheres to Data Protection Authorities in Europe and the European 

Union‘s General Data Protection Regulation.  
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4.3 Data Analysis Method 

Once all the 86 responses were received, they were first reviewed for any duplication or errors. It 

was found that 3 of the responses were duplicated as a result of the time difference and therefore 

were removed from the analysis. The final 83 responses were then firstly organized based on 

their open-ended general information: such as their location, nationality, ethnicity, age, gender, 

and sexual identity, educational background and occupational status. Since these questions were 

open-ended, it required us to organize it across a spectrum for clarity. The demographic 

information is used to convey information about the diversity of responses rather than the 

categorization of responses based on demographic information. After this, the responses from all 

questions per video as well as from the ‗final thoughts‘ section of the questionnaire was 

transcribed into an excel sheet and mapped for patterns. Moreover, within this qualitative data 

analysis, quantities of responses are also mentioned to show the diversity of the cohorts.  

 

4.3.1 Thematic Analysis and coding open-ended questions 

Due to the ‗freely‘ written answers that characterize open-ended questions, thematic coding and 

analysis are the most suitable approach in the analysis process. Thematic coding and analysis are 

a data reduction and analysis strategy which helps in segmenting, categorizing and 

reconstructing the qualitative data into important themes or concepts defined within research 

(Given, 2008). This coding and analysis method, primarily descriptive in nature, facilities in the 

search for a pattern of experience or opinion within the responses and the description of those 

patterns to find an overarching design that unites them all to answer the key research purpose 

(ibid.). So, with the help of thematic analysis, the response is not broken down into small parts, 

but instead, the answers are better understood within a theme. Moreover, for organization and 

clarity, we follow the six-steps of conducting thematic analysis developed by Braun and Clarke 

(2006). Not only has the six-steps guide has been increasingly used in psychology but also it 

been implemented in other fields (Joffe, 2012). The six-steps are the following: step 1) 

familiarization with the data - transcript of the data; step 2) production of initial codes; step 3) 

searching for themes; step 4) reviewing and refining themes; step 5) defining and naming 

themes; and, step 6) producing the report of findings (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Although these 

steps presented in the order they should follow, in practice, these steps are not as linear as 

defined (Joffe, 2012); which considering our experience was also found to be true.  
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The open-ended questions were examined to map-out and find plausible patterns (or themes) 

within the audience‘s responses. The responses were mapped out within the parameters of the 

research question (as explained under design and content of the questionnaire) under the 

following themes: 

 Theme 1: First responses to the video advertisements 

 Theme 2: Understanding of Femvertising  

 Theme 3: Impact of Femvertising  

 Theme 4: Outcome of Femvertising 

A coding frame is developed, in which open-ended questions are read thoroughly and within the 

responses we tried to find plausible distinct sub-themes under each of questions. Attempting to 

code the different words that occur in respondents‘ answers through transcripts is a way to map 

responses (Schneider and Whitehad, 2013), however, we sought to develop a sort of a ‗feeling‘ 

in which the understanding of the meaning will be constructed. Thus, researchers follow the 

sequence of going back and forth between the answers and the themes until a pattern is 

acknowledged that can give answers to the issues (Maguire and Delahunt, 2017). Furthermore, 

thematic analysis is appropriate when wanting to understand the respondents‘ experiences, in 

situations when asking the respondents to discuss and express what they feel towards the images 

(Schneider and Whitehad, 2013), here, regarding the video advertisements. Leading to our 

coding schedule, the answers under each question are allocated an alphabetic character, based on 

the theme to help us process the responses and analyzing the findings. 

 

4.4 Video Advertisements  

Three video advertisements from different fashion brands were chosen based on their content 

and message.  

 Advertisement 1: H&M - She‘s a Lady (2016) 

 Advertisement 2: Nike - Dream Crazier (2019) 

 Advertisement 3: United Colors of Benetton - United by Half (2018) 

The release dates were all within the past few years to ensure their relevance in 2019. Moreover, 

the selection process of the advertisements was done objectively based on the non-stereotyped 

elements within femvertising, as specified in the literature review. The first advertisement, H&M 
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- She‘s a Lady was chosen for its portrayals of women from different sectors such as modeling 

(of different size, ethnicity, sexuality), sports, business, music, and activism to depict that they 

do not fit any gender-based stereotype. Superimposed to the revived tunes of ‗She‘s a Lady‘, 

originally by Tom Jones, all women, although glamorously, are depicted to re-define what ‗being 

a lady‘ means (Monllos, 2016). Although the song is contradictory, ―But she always knows her 

place‖ indicates staying within conformist boundaries, the video was still chosen because of its 

counter-stereotypical way to tackle the gender-based norms and therefore, serves in our goal to 

understand how audiences view such advertisement. The second advertisement, Nike - Dream 

Crazier, shows women athletes from various sports struggling and fighting to break the barriers 

and double standard in sports. Narrated by Serena William, the video features a montage of 

outstanding women athletes and inspires other athletes to use the word ‗crazy‘ to their benefit 

and show what ‗crazy can do‘. This advertisement would help us understand how audiences 

perceive advertisements with heavily emotion-driven and inspirational in their portrayals. Since 

both advertisements mentioned above portray the western perspective, the third video, United 

Colors of Benetton - United by Half was chosen for its eastern portrayal and perspective. With 

the slogan #UnitedByHalf, this advertisement depicts diverse Asian women in roles, actions, and 

scenarios, in a female gender-nonconforming way, with a strongly worded message of equality. 

The video counters everyday nuances of sexism, stereotypes and gender bias and depict women 

thriving and succeeding by breaking them all, superimposed with the powerful message of 

‗women have been denied their half for far too long; let us unite for the equal half‘. All three 

advertisements with inclusive and diverse representations, roles and empowerment messages fit 

our purpose well. More detailed content information and link to the videos can be found in the 

appendix I.  
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5. Findings of the Study 

This section presents the findings from the questionnaire. The chapter starts with a brief presentation of 

the demographic information about the respondents and nature of their responses. This is followed by the 

mapping of responses based on the themes described in the methodology chapter.  

 

5.1 Demographics of Respondents 

The first section of the questionnaire presented demography related questions: location, 

nationality, ethnicity, age, sex and gender identity, sexuality, educational and occupational 

status. The 83 respondents included in this research had diverse backgrounds. The respondents 

were primarily located in Sweden, Finland, Nepal, and the US. While the respondent‘s 

nationalities were Nepalese, Finnish and Swedish, their ethnicities were largely Caucasian and 

Asian. The respondents‘ mostly self-defined themselves as binary — female, male, with an 

exception of two as cisgender female and gender-free. In terms of sexuality, majority defined 

their sexuality to be heteronormative, with few defining themselves as homosexual, bisexual, 

gender-queer and even hetero-flexible/exploring. All the respondents had at least a high school 

education, going as high as university-level of bachelor‘s, master‘s degree and a few Ph.D. The 

respondents were either employed or students, with some a mix of both as well as entrepreneurs. 

It should be noted that this section presents a snapshot of the respondents‘ demographic 

information, while detailed information can be found in Appendix III. When describing the 

respondents, the age, sex, location, ethnicity, and sexuality as expressed by the respondents are 

used.  

 

5.2 Description of the Responses 

As stated in the methodology chapter, the pilot test of the survey found the average time of 

completion to be about 15 minutes. However, further inquiry into the time of completion with 

our first snowballs (over 20 respondents) found the actual completion time to be around 30-60 

minutes. Reviewing back, most of the responses within the pilot testing were very quick and 

casual (under ten-twenty words). Thus, the difference in time can be accounted for the length of 

responses, meaning the lengthier and more detailed the responses, the longer the completion time 

for the survey. Moreover, reviewing the range of responses received across all the questions 

asked, the least amount of words we received was within the range of one-ten word, on average 
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over ten-thirty words while we also received long responses ranging from over forty to ninety 

words. More specifically, we received very considered and expressive responses from around 15 

respondents (over thirty words across almost all the questions asked). These respondents were 

generally forthcoming with their responses and sometimes went into detailed opinions of the 

video advertisements. A 32-year-old heterosexual male respondent with mixed heritage 

(Latino/African/German/Jewish), living in Finland shared his thoughts on equal pay for women:  

Women in the Nordic countries are higher educated than man and yet less likely to 

achieve top position in companies. Especially among CEO's on the listed companies 

on the stock market. I'm happy to have women around me that are front runners 

going to male dominant industries such as tech, crypto currencies, maritime and so 

on. However, a lot of them are stuck in middle range position even though they are 

capable of incredible things and haven't reached they full potential. There is a lot to 

be done and I hope we can reach equal pay because it makes no sense whatsoever 

that you get different salary for the same position and task simple based on your 

gender. That's half the planet getting unfairly paid. 

On average, we received clear and well-thought responses from over 50 respondents. Their 

responses across all the questions ranged over ten to thirty words, which amply expressed their 

thoughts regarding the question asked. A 22-year-old Norwegian heterosexual female, living in 

Norway, who expressed her ethnicity as white, expressed her opinion as such:  

Positive because it shows a different, perhaps a more “real” view of what women 

are like. Especially compared to what advertisement has been for the past several 

decades and arguably still is. 

However, under 20 respondents were very quick and casual with their responses and used 

minimal words (under 10 words). These respondents seemed very un-communicative with their 

responses, even answering some questions with just over one word. A 26-year-old Macedonian 

who identified their sexuality as queer as f**k and gender as free, gender-fluid, living in 

Macedonia expressed thoughts about femvertising and its impact as: 

It has its pros and cons 

Cultural shift acknowledgement 

5.3 First responses to the video advertisements  

This theme includes opinions from the first question asked immediately after each video: How 

did the advertisement make you feel and why? (happy, sad, powerful…. because……). The most 

common opinion expressed across all three advertisements was positive feelings. Others had 

either conflicted or negative feelings towards the advertisement. Moreover, since this question 
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was the only open-ended question with a prompt for responses, the findings depict that 

respondents used the prompts as an aid and freely expressed their reaction rather than be limited 

to the prompts. The details about these responses for each advertisement are provided below.  

 

Video 1: H&M – She‟s a Lady 

In terms of initial emotions towards H&M‘s advertisement, over a third of the respondents with 

diverse backgrounds expressed positive response with words such as: happy, inspired, powerful, 

lifted up my mood, proud, good, positive, motivated, surprised, cheerful, included, strong, nice 

feeling, intrigued, natural, interesting, amused, empowered, pleased, and I like it. A 28-year-old 

Asian-Nepali, homosexual, female living in the US expressed her thoughts in a detailed manner 

as:  

Powerful. I see ladies of all natures, transgender or bi, skinny or plus-sized, those 

who wear non-girly clothing, girly clothing, non-stereotypical clothing, their choice 

of not shaving their armpits, their style of not maintaining a long hair (some cultures 

bash women who shave their head), and to see everyone represented as a lady, be it 

young or old; this advertising tries to be as inclusive as possible which is great. 

Among all the three advertisements that were used in the questionnaire, H&M advertisement 

received the largest responses of negative feelings, expressed with words such as: sad, negative, 

uncomfortable, unleashed, irritated, controversial, and weird. For instance, a 25-year-old 

German, heterosexual female, living in Sweden elaborated her feelings by saying ―Controversial. 

I‘m not really moved by the advertisement. It‘s more a facade show-off‖. However, one-fifth of 

responses also revealed indifference feelings towards the advertisement; hence used words such 

as neutral, conflicted, indifferent, and confused. A 27-year-old South-African, heterosexual, male 

living in Cape Town, South Africa summarized his feelings with minimal words:  

Confused... The message was not clear. It looks like random scenes of life 

Video 2: Nike – Dream Crazier 

In response to the video by Nike, a large part of our diverse respondent pool expressed that they 

felt positive towards the Nike advertisement. The words used were powerful, happy, inspired, 

interesting, encouraged, intrigued, agreement, respectful, love it, thoughtful, confident, chills and 

touching, empowered, impressed, emotional and powerful, inspired and happy, scared but 

empowered, uplifted, and moved. A 23-year-old South East Asian-Indian, heterosexual female, 

living in Sweden summarized the positive feeling with much zest:  
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Powerful- more powerful I would like to say - gives more power to this word „crazy‟ - 

giving different dimensions to it and how women can show this craziness! 

Empowering! 

On the contrary, only one fifth used strong, negative words to express their feelings towards the 

video. They used words such as: sad, upset, sensitive, skeptical, angry, disappointed, annoyed 

and visually amazed but as a man accused. A 26-year-old Nepali, heterosexual female, living in 

the US summarized the responses as follow:  

Sad and angry initially because it reminded me of all the times when I or women 

around me were made to feel terrible for simply acting human, but it was more 

empowering from the middle of the video. 

However, one 26-year-old Dutch, heterosexual male respondent living in Sweden expressed his 

distinct feelings in contrast to the rest: 

To some degree I was amazed by the editing of the film, however, as a man, I also 

felt accused. It made me feel like it was me who was calling out personally on 

women. Calling them crazy or hysterical. 

Also, seven respondents felt conflicted towards the Nike advertisement and they used words such 

as indifferent, neutral, conflicted and two-sided. A 25-year-old Newar-Nepali, heterosexual, 

female respondent living in Norway summarized her conflicted feelings as:  

Same as the previous one. Conflicted. Same reason. Nike is one of the big companies 

that benefit from the pink tax. At the same time, they make ads like this. They also 

had one for „run like a girl‟. Is it just manipulating media? Maybe. Also, it‟s „crazy‟ 

that in 2019, we need ads like this to tell us it's okay to be „crazy‟. 

Video 3: United Colors of Benetton – #United by Half 

Regarding the third video, the positive feelings were greater with words used such as: agreeable, 

easy: breaking stereotypes, empowered, good, happy, powerful, motivated, nice, positive, 

aligned, captured by the dialogue, compassion, optimistic, understanding and excited. The 

positive feeling was captured well by one 34-year-old heterosexual male of a Jamaican/English 

origin living in the US as:  

This advertisement put a smile on my face, knowing too well the barriers that women 

face in so many aspects of life. I think in societies where there is real and perceived 

discrimination against women, advertisements like these are very much needed. 

On the other end, one-fifth of respondents expressed negative feelings towards the 

advertisement. The words they used were gloomy, sad, hopeful, provocative, disappointed and 
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not retracted. This negative feeling was well expressed by two respondents; the first curt and 

vaguely worded response is from a 23-year-old Turk heterosexual female living in the US while 

the second response is a very forthcoming and expressive one from a 28-year-old Scandinavian, 

heterosexual, female living in Finland:  

Sad that women still need to fight for just to seen as equal to men. 

Sad. Hopeful. Because we, women, have still a long way to go. Scandinavia is 

leading in the world when it comes to women‟s rights but there is still much to fight 

for. In the rest of the world like Middle East, many parts of Africa etc. women have 

even less freedom. They are second-class citizens and the price these women pay for 

fighting for their rights is often very high. Exclusion from family, prison, violence or 

death. 

For those, around ten respondents, who had conflicted feelings towards the advertisement, the 

words used were neutral, confused, conflicted, no evoked emotions, indifferent, and not sure. 

Amongst these responses, a 34-year-old Filipino-Asian, heterosexual, male living in Saudi 

Arabia expressed confused feelings derived from the argument that ―…. anyone shouldn't be the 

half of someone‖.  

 

5.4 Understanding of Femvertising  

The second theme includes the responses from four questions that followed the first question. 

The first two questions were directed at grasping how audiences understood the message of the 

advertisement and whether they agreed or disagreed with it. Further on, two questions asked 

respondents to compare the advertisement in relation to other fashion advertisements and women 

around them. The following section details their opinions accordingly.  

 

Video 1: H&M – She‟s a Lady 

Regarding the message of H&M‘s advertisement, a little less than half of the respondents 

described the main message as being related to women‘s empowerment, freedom, and rights. To 

summarize these opinions, the response from a 21-year-old Swedish, heterosexual male, living in 

Sweden who described his ethnicity as White, is presented below:  

I think the main message with the ad is to show that women are powerful and don‟t 

need to conform to society‟s „standards‟, that have been set today. That they can do 

whatever they want and be like they want without caring about what other people 

think.  
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Slightly more than a quarter of the respondents mentioned that the main message was about an 

individual‘s empowered feeling in general rather than the empowerment of women. However, 

one response stood out from the entire pool of respondents, a 27-year-old South African-

Caucasian, straight male respondent living in Israel, who he expressed the message to be ―gender 

is a lifestyle, not a biological fact‖. Moreover, around one-fifth of the responses described the 

main message in relation to the brand‘s inclusive clothing size and styling option instead of the 

message or narrative in the advertisement. Six respondents pointed out that the message 

discusses the various way of being a ―lady‖, as shortly described by a 27-year-old, Thai, 

heterosexual female, living in Thailand, while very descriptively expressed by a 25-year-old, 

Nepali, homoromantic asexual, female from Nepal as:  

that "lady" has no single description 

It challenged stereotypes of what it means to be a lady- something often associated 

with classy, sitting up straight, and sophisticated. They've described being described 

being a lady as embracing yourself and being confident in yourself rather than a 

glittery long gown and crossed legs. 

 

In terms of agreement with the assumed intended message, a large part of the entire respondents 

agreed with the advertisement‘s main message. These opinions can be briefly summarized by the 

response from a 19-year-old Filipino-Chinese, heterosexual, female living in the Philippines as 

follows: 

I agree with the message of this ad because I believe that being a woman and the 

concept of femininity itself can‟t be narrowed down solely to one route or path. 

Being a woman is not just about the color pink or skirts or frilly things. 

Although ten respondents agreed with the main message, they also expressed some hesitation 

with regards to the elements of the advertisement. For instance, one 27-year-old Scandinavian 

heterosexual female, living in Finland was very forthcoming in her response and pointed out the 

hypocrisy behind the song:   

Yes, but I think it was a bit too superficial and stereotypical with the „boss ladies‟ 

and short-haired girls. There are many more types to include in the ad and I actually 

think this is similar to the AXE-ad with different types of men. But this ad doesn't 

really make the women seem powerful because they are only posing, not doing 

anything or having a slogan behind it except the “she‟s a lady”-song in the 

background that is also quite patriarchal. 
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Moreover, seven respondents expressed that they were unsure (maybe or not sure?) in terms of 

agreement with the message, with short responses such as: ‗I don‘t know exactly what the 

message is. Lol.‘ or ‗More yes, than no. I cannot fully assess it due to my limited knowledge of 

the gender discourse as well as fashion‘. The South African-Caucasian male respondent who 

expressed the message of the advertisement to be about gender identity being a lifestyle, 

completely disagreed with the advertisement because he believes in biological gender identity. 

 

With regards to comparing the advertisement with other fashion advertisements, H&M‘s 

advertisement was mostly described it as different compared to other fashion advertisements. 

One respondent, a 24-year-old Iraqi, heterosexual, female living in Iraq, who distinctly expressed 

her ethnicity as kindness, summarized this as follow:  

It's completely different and more acceptable because it doesn't differentiate between 

women or put an average for their weight, it's for all the women from all over the 

world. 

However, a quarter of the respondents stated that the advertisements were like other fashion 

advertisements and explained ‗empowerment‘ as the new trend topic in advertising. An example 

of this argument was uncovered in two responses, the first one from a 33-year-old Black-

American, homosexual, female living in Sweden and the second one from a 24-year-old Chhetri-

Nepali, heterosexual female living in Nepal:    

I think it is a pretty common kind of fashion ad, especially nowadays that there is a 

focus on appearing to tell women that they should feel liberated. 

I think it's similar as many brands have started embracing all body types specially in 

their ads. 

Other five respondents expressed that the advertisement was similar to others to some extent 

while also being different with certain elements. However, seven respondents expressed feeling 

indifferent about it without specifying any reasoning. Below is two of some responses, the first 

one from a 21-year-old German, heterosexual, female living in Germany and the second one 

from a 26-year-old heterosexual male living in the US, with undisclosed nationality and 

ethnicity:  

It shows not only the „model‟ type woman but more diverse women, but it is also a 

bit cliché at some points (e.g. the woman eating French fries). 

Not quite about fashion and advertising. Sorry. 
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With regards to the role and identity of women in advertisement compared to women around 

them, a quarter of the respondents believed that the advertisement reflected reality or parts of 

their world. A 19-year-old Filipino-Chinese, heterosexual, female living in the Philippines 

expressed her response with more than 40 words as:   

It‟s quite realistic in a way that it shows that women are very perfectly imperfect. 

Not every Female looks like a magazine model or fits in the conventional type of 

beauty. I‟m sure many girls who would watch this especially those from minority 

groups and sectors could say “Hey she looks like me”. 

Furthermore, slightly over ten respondents expressed the similarities in the roles and identities in 

the advertisement with that of their world as they are surrounded by powerful women. Hence, 

they noted that the advertisement was therefore not that special, different or that inspiring. In 

contrast, around one-fifth of respondents expressed that the roles and identities of women are 

different and part of a wider spectrum than what they are surrounded with — the characters were 

shown to be more confident and powerful than in real-life. Also, five responses expressed the 

women portrayed as the extreme version and therefore, not equivalent to the women in their 

surroundings. On the contrary, around ten responses expressed skepticism towards the 

advertisement and termed it as too forced or glamorized like any other fashion advertisement. 

Ten other respondents expressed divergent opinions, which did not answer the specified 

question. Below are three examples of such unspecified and curt responses:  

There were boss, celebrities, singer and lesbian.  

Loving yourself. 

I must say they were dressed pretty well. 

 

Video 2: Nike – Dream Crazier 

Regarding the message of Nike‘s advertisement, about a quarter of the respondents expressed the 

main message to be about ―the empowerment of women‖. A response from a 27-year-old 

Scandinavian-Finnish, heterosexual, female living in Sweden summarizes it well as:  

That there is a structure in society that are saying that women are supposed to be in 

one way and if they did not fit in this frame it‟s ok to call them crazy or aggressive 

etc. The message behind this ad is that if we listen to all these voices about how 

women should be, it's preventing us from be more and live our life fully and achieve 

things that we haven't done before just because the society doesn't support us fully. 
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Moreover, around a quarter of other respondents expressed that it is more of a ―motivational 

speech‖ towards breaking stereotypes. Also, slightly over ten respondents pointed out that the 

main message described how women are judged differently than men even when performing the 

same, expressing the double-standards in sporting. However, the main message was also 

understood as a signifier that women can be equally exceptional in sports as men, by over ten 

other respondents. However, one respondent‘s comment stood out from the entire pool of 

respondents, who described the main message as ‗being physically fit‘.   

 

In terms of agreement with the message, almost all respondents agreed with the message behind 

the Nike advertisement. There were a few who expressed some level of skepticism towards it, 

while two respondents expressed that they disagreed with the message. Presented below are 

responses: a 23-year-old heterosexual male from Nepal, who described his ethnicity as shaped by 

food responded in agreement in a few words, while a 34-year-old Jamaican/English heterosexual, 

male respondent living in the US expressed more freely with his words:  

Yeah. I totally agree. I've always believed that what one can do relies only on their 

attempt, not on their biological construction. 

I agree that there is a double standard in women‟s sports about their behavior or how 

they are expected to behave. However, I do have some concern when it comes to 

certain athletes and sports, not because of their behavior, but because of what “fair 

competition” might mean, namely in track and field, a women born with extremely 

high levels of testosterone who is dominating her competition, and where we draw a 

line that is politically correct and scientific. However, for the vast majority of athletes, 

and this ad in particular, it's an important conversation that needs to be had by 

society at large. 

 

Mixed feelings experienced by a 26-year-old Jewish/North European, heterosexual male living in 

Sweden, was expressed with over 200 words as: 

Partly, there have been historical wrongdoings to females in the world of sport. I 

have a tremendous amount of respect for the French feminist who ran in the 

marathon (same thing for the case of the Boston Female runner who was attacked by 

organizers of the race). The fact that the competitions to women in this sport or 

other sports have been closed is shameful. However, I do not agree with the images 

portrayed when the voice over listed the adjectives. Throwing away your jacket and 

screaming to a referee is “crazy” and un-chivalrous, whether it‟s a man or a woman 

doing it. Breaking your racket should lead to automatic expulsion from a game to my 

opinion. I have played tennis in the past. Rackets are expensive. What message does 
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breaking the thing portray to families who have to work hard to afford a racket for 

their son or daughters to play? Also, there are still only a few sports where men and 

women compete directly against each other. This is due to biological differences. It‟s 

not fun seeing a woman lose to Usain Bolt in a 100m race. I think it‟s unfair to 

blame this to men in society. 

Within these, some respondents also chose to voice their conflicted feeling by contrasting it with 

the business-side of the brands with very strongly worded responses as such:  

This is a good thing and I'm happy they did it. However, neither H&M or Nike can 

fully say they stand within the values they are selling because they use workforce 

from third world countries especially women are getting exploited with horrible 

working hours, unfair pay, zero to none work safety or sanity. 

 

With regards to comparing the advertisement with other fashion advertisements, about four in ten 

respondents found the advertisement to be different because it includes ―real‖ people and their 

emotions. On the contrary, slightly over ten respondents still expressed the advertisement to be 

the same as others in the fashion industry and claimed women empowerment as the current 

topic/issue in the world. Furthermore, nine respondents claimed it as not a fashion advertisement 

because its content focused on sport and issues within sporting rather than fashion clothing. One 

respondent expressed that it was to some extent the same as it uses famous, exceptional 

sportswomen and different because of its inclusivity and empowering narrative. Three 

respondents also expressed some hesitation on whether it was different or not without any 

specific reasoning. Also, slightly over a quarter of respondents considered the advertisement as 

different without any reasoning behind their opinion.    

 

With regards to the role and identity of women in the advertisement compared to women around 

them, one-fifth of respondents expressed that the advertisement did reflect their reality as they 

are surrounded by strong women. On the contrary, nine respondents expressed the difference in 

the women portrayed in the advertisement to the realities in society they reside in. The roles and 

identities in the advertisement were also viewed by ten other respondents as pushing the 

boundaries of reality further by including strong, diverse characters with confidence. However, 

almost a third of the respondents also commented that the people in the advertisements are strong 

and empowering, talking about the characters in general terms without comparing it with women 

in their surroundings. Besides these opinions, four respondents expressed that the advertisement 

demands more exposure to equality and balancing it between the genders, while four others 
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expressed some indifference as they found it hard to relate to women around them. Similarly, 

four respondents expressed that they were not sure or did not know what to say. Since Nike is an 

athleisure brand, five respondents considered the advertisement to be different because it‘s more 

athletic.   

Video 3: United Colors of Benetton – #United by Half 

Regarding the message of Benetton‘s advertisement, over half of the respondents interpreted the 

main message as addressing that equality should be everywhere, and between the genders. Also, 

over a quarter of respondents comprehended the message to be that women should have their fair 

share. However, there were still four respondents who argued that women are not ―the other 

half‖, women should not be anyone‘s ―half‖ and instead be their own independent self. While six 

respondents stated that the message is about standing up for yourself, one respondent expressed 

the message to be about ―women helping women‖ and another respondent compared it to the 

state of women and their rights in India/South Asia. This response from a 28-year-old Nepali-

Asian, homosexual, female living in the US summarized the most common opinion as follows: 

The main message is women need equal footing in the society as men do, in everyday 

decisions making, to seeking new opportunities, to breaking gender stereotypes and 

being the breadwinner of the family. 

In terms of agreement with the assumed intended message, almost everyone expressed that they 

agreed with the main message. Although the majority agreed to the message, five respondents 

expressed disagreement because women should be treated as a whole individual rather than 

referred to as half again. One respondent expressed hope for a fair and equitable society for both 

the genders. The response from a 25-year-old Aryan-Asian, heterosexual, male living in Finland 

expressed his thoughts with much zest as follows:  

Yes! Women are delicate and beautiful creations of nature. They must be loved and 

taken care of and offered with equal rights and opportunities. Women care about 

everyone‟s well-being rather than deploying their army of mind games and 

physicality and therefore end up with less share of what they deserve. This ad holds 

a strong message that women are not yet treated and valued equally, at the same 

time United Colors encourages women for a union among women for equality. 

 

With regards to comparing the advertisement with other fashion advertisements, a quarter of the 

respondents found it to be different because of its focus on the message instead of the product. 

Moreover, around ten respondents expressed that Benetton‘s advertisement was different 
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because it displayed nuances of stereotyped faced by women in everyday settings. Moreover, 

seven respondents said the advertisement was different because of its focus towards South-east 

Asia. For instance, a 25-year-old Brahman-Nepali, heterosexual, female living in Nepal 

expressed the difference in the advertisement, with few words:  

It is different. It showed women are equally stronger and powerful mentally and 

physically to men. 

Within this, contrasting opinions were expressed by nine respondents, who expressed Benetton 

advertisement‘s as different because it‘s not a fashion advertisement as it focuses on the message 

rather than clothing or styling. A quarter of respondents expressed that advertisement was 

different from other fashion advertisements however they did not provide detailed reasoning 

behind this opinion. On the contrary, around ten respondents expressed it to be the same, with no 

further explanation and less than five of the respondents expressed that they either do not know 

or cannot say.    

 

With regards to the role and identity of women in the advertisement compared to women around 

them, a quarter of respondents said that the characters in the video reflected their reality, as it had 

―real‖ people or same kind of people around them. Other one-fifth of respondents expressed that 

the roles and identities of women in the advertisement are aspirational role models for equality, 

represents empowered women. Moreover, close to one-fifth of respondents expressed their 

concern towards women‘s issues in the eastern parts of the world and therefore hoped for a 

change. The 34-year-old Jamaican/English heterosexual, male respondent living in the US again, 

expressed in great length the injustice faced by women in different parts of the world:    

It displays, as most of us who are from or have connections to the developing world, 

that there is something seriously wrong with gender roles, and that these women are 

taken advantage of by the society they live and work in. From the issues plaguing 

India and Pakistan with sexual or physical assault on women, or the one-child policy 

in China that created a gender imbalance not seen anywhere in the world, or in 

Latin America and the Caribbean with gender norms, I find this ad is trying to 

redefine and show how women have played and continue to play a strong role and 

their worth is not being valued or compensated adequately. 

However, five of the respondents expressed their opinions about equality in society in general 

without detailed motivation behind their response, while just three respondents expressed it to be 

more of a political protest to send a message on equality. Also, less than ten respondents noted 
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that the advertisement displayed different cultures and women within them. Furthermore, six 

respondents did not know what to say nor had any comments, while only two expressed that they 

didn‘t understand how the advertisement is empowering women. Finally, only one was skeptical 

about the whole slogan and questioned it, while another respondent found this advertisement to 

be unreflective of their reality as it continues to play on the idea of women being undervalued in 

society.  

 

Matching the video advertisements with their idea about gender roles in society 

In the ‗final thoughts‘ section of the questionnaire, the question was: To what extent do the video 

advertisements match with your idea about gender roles in society? The respondents‘ opinions 

are expressed below. Slightly over half of the respondents expressed that video advertisements 

matched well with their idea about gender roles. Furthermore, one-fifth of respondents expressed 

it matched partly with their idea. Two respondents wrote that video advertisements show what 

should be, compared to other advertisements, but three respondents noted it challenges the social 

idea about gender. However, five of the respondents confirmed that the video advertisements do 

not match when compared to reality rather than their ideology, while five felt it was hard to form 

an opinion or chose not to answer. 

 

5.5 Impact of Femvertising 

In the ‗final thoughts‘ section of the questionnaire, one of the questions was: What do you think 

will be the impact of ‗femvertising‘ on gender-stereotypical fashion ads? The responses under 

this question are expressed below.   

Slightly over a quarter of respondents expressed that it will empower women, change views and 

thoughts regarding the gender-based norms within the fashion industry. These opinions are 

demonstrated underneath with two amply worded examples; first response from a 29-year-old 

South Korean heterosexual female, living in Finland and second from a 22-year-old Norwegian-

White, heterosexual, female living in Norway: 

Contributing to break social norms on women in especially the fashion industry, 

which beautiful, young, and tall, skinny women tend to be highlighted. 

I‟m hoping that it will make people more open-minded. To stop the concept of “boys 

will be boys” and “a lady doesn‟t behave that way” type of thinking. That the social 

norms of what‟s ok or not for a man to do and what‟s ok or not for a woman to do 
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will change. 

Along the similar lines, slightly over ten respondents expressed that femvertising would alter 

how fashion advertisements are being viewed and practiced. The opinion that the more society is 

exposed to femvertising, more people will start to think about it, therefore, the portrayals within 

these advertisements will then later be actualized was supported by ten respondents. The 

response below by 32-year-old Japanese, heterosexual, female living in Sweden, expressed in 

great length her thoughts about advertisements and its impact: 

I think it will impact positively especially the young generation. People, more or less, 

learn social behavior and what is acceptable and not through ads. These ads 

empower female to be themselves. Of course, ads make these visual images and 

messages in a stronger way than everyday life and it might not change so 

dramatically when it comes to everyday life, but I believe it does affect even little by 

little for changes in the society and people‟s consciousness. 

Moreover, while six respondents further acknowledged the positive impact of femvertising, the 

other three respondents noted that femvertising ensures advertisements‘ appeal to the wider, 

mass audiences. However, two respondents wrote that femvertising will play a crucial role but 

still not so deeply without detailed reasoning behind it.  

On the contrary to positive opinion, ten respondents criticized femvertising and questioned its 

authenticity; those who expressed these opinions felt skeptical towards it and wondered if it‘s 

only a selling tool. Along the similar tone, four responses expressed a concern that the more 

these femvertising appear, the greater the risk of alternative counter-movement (e.g. fashion 

nova, hyper-feminine) — fostering a polarized environment. Moving on, a more cynical view 

was expressed by two other respondents, responding that these advertisements will fade away 

after some time. Lastly, under this question, nine respondents were unsure about its impact; with 

few worded responses such as ‗society is unpredictable‘, ‗might bring positive change‘, ‗might 

be overhyped‘ and ‗cannot say‘.  

 

5.6 Outcome of Femvertising 

In the ‗final thoughts‘ section of the questionnaire, two questions asked were: What are your 

thoughts about fashion brands using ‗femvertising‘ in their advertising strategy? and What do 

you think is the outcome of ‗femvertising‘? Their responses under these questions are presented 

below.  
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The use of femvertising in advertising strategy was considered, by over a quarter of respondents, 

as a good and positive change coming from fashion brands. In line with this positive opinion, 

four respondents expressed it was good for women‘s empowerment while seven respondents 

found it to be a good change as advertisements can mold/change/shape people‘s way of thinking. 

Within this, around ten respondents also expressed that it was okay if done right with ‗real‘ 

people with a genuine, right message. To summarize these overall positive opinions, comments 

from three respondents with varying length but with the same common theme are presented 

below; the first one from a 30-year-old Indo-Aryan, heterosexual, male living in Bangladesh, the 

second one is from a 33-year-old Black-American, homosexual, female living in Sweden, and 

the third one is from a 27-year-old Chinese, heterosexual, female living in Hong-Kong:  

This is positive. Brands are associated with real-life issues and social insights.  

I think it is a good strategy, especially in today‟s climate where feminism is a huge 

topic on a large majority of industries agendas. 

It is good and it is what brands should do instead of just selling the product, it shows 

the standpoint of the brands in social and political levels. 

On the contrary, a level skepticism was found amongst ten responses, where femvertising was 

assumed to be a part of corporate social responsibility to increase branding and sales. The use of 

femvertising was strongly criticized by eight other respondents expressing that brands should 

―walk the talk‖ by making changes within their production line. Additionally, six other 

respondents noted it as an exploitation of feminism and the use of femvertising in advertisement 

— hypocritical. The response from a 25-year-old Caucasian, heterosexual, male living in Finland 

and 28-year-old Pakistani, homosexual, female living in Pakistan summarizes the skeptical 

responses:  

Good, sometimes it can be a bandwagon act. i.e. Large companies that use slave 

work/3rd world country labor for producing their clothes. Packing a present with 

cool wrapping won‟t make the content good.  

It‟s moving with the time, but I find it slightly exploitative of feminism, what are 

these fashion brands actually doing to improve the lives of women? 

Also, two responses commented that it is an old and annoying strategy without further 

explanation. One 25-year-old Brahman-Nepali, heterosexual, male living in the US expressed 

that: ―I feel completely removed and sometimes I feel like a culprit without any fault of mine‖.  

Another 28-year-old Caucasian, heterosexual, female living in Finland pointed out that brands 
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shouldn‘t ignore the fact that men also should be equal to women. Six other respondents did not 

specify any reasoning for their unsure response.  

 

When asked about the outcome of femvertising, almost a quarter of respondents expressed that it 

creates a conversation about equal society and will lead to a substantial change in the mindsets 

within the society. Also, ten other respondents stated the outcome of femvertising is to spread the 

message of equality and hopefully influence those who view these advertisements. In addition, 

ten respondents that they hoped femvertising to empower women, and eight others hoped that it 

leads to a beneficial outcome without specifying in detail. Seven respondents expressed that 

femvertising would generate conversation or cause us to think in open, diverse terms. For 

instance, a 24-year-old Austrian-European, homosexual, male living in Germany and a 29-year-

old Ukrainian, heterosexual, female living in Finland commented as follow:  

It should help to change the way how people are thinking of women and their role in 

society. Everyone should be treated equally.  

Hopefully, more acceptance and acclimatization to diversity in gender roles and 

ways of self-expression through fashion. 

However, on the contrary, ten respondents expressed that the outcome of femvertising is more a 

selling pitch — ‗outcome is ultimately dollar and cents‘, ‗for the sake of profit and capitalism‘. 

Additionally, concern about femvertising causing an imbalance was expressed by three responses 

and even suggested that brands keep it as ‗neutral‘ as possible. Plus, four respondents mentioned 

that femvertising could fade away at some point or popularizing it excessively can turn it into a 

cliché trend. Two respondents pointed out that the outcome could be both good and bad without 

specific reasoning. Additionally, three respondents did not know or were indifferent of what the 

outcome would be. Only two respondents believed femvertising does not have any impact on the 

real world. This was demonstrated by one 27-year-old Caucasian, heterosexual, male respondent 

living in Sweden, he wrote:  

I don‟t think advertisements like these have an impact in the real world and can 

change people‟s opinions on gender equality. These advertisements speak to the 

people who are already fighting for gender equality. No misogynist will watch a Nike 

advertisement and afterward be convinced to stand up for women's rights. And I 

think that's okay. But it's good that advertisements like these keep the discussion 

going. 
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6. Analysis and Discussion of Opinions 

This section analyzes the opinions expressed by the consumers and is organized, as in the preceding 

chapters on the four main themes, in relation to the theory. Any responses disconnected from the themes 

are presented in the final section of this chapter.   

 

6.1 First responses to the video advertisements 

Across all three advertisements, respondents most commonly expressed their emotions using 

words: happy, inspired, powerful, empowered, touching, compassion and optimistic. These 

words pertain to the pleasure and arousal category of emotional response and represent a positive 

opinion towards the advertisement. Advertisements that are high on emotions, empowerment and 

aspiration themes allow for the arousal of feelings or emotions directly related to portrayals 

within the advertisement (Kardes, 2002). Moreover, fashion advertisements that employ 

emotions appeal lead to consumers feeling optimistic or positive after viewing the 

advertisements and thus, positive attitude (Phillip and McQuarrie, 2011; Obermiller, 

Spangenberg and MacLachlan, 2005). Consistent with the theory, the advertisements presented 

were laden with positive, optimistic and empowering emotions and thus, most commonly 

generated positive and optimistic feeling towards the advertisement and its content.  

 

Most of the unsure reactions towards the advertisements used words: neutral, conflicted, 

indifferent and confused; these words pertain to the domination category of emotion. The 

stronger the domination emotions aroused, the greater the chance that viewers focus on the 

character or the message rather than the whole advertisement or the brand (Orth and Holancova, 

2003). This is consistent with our findings that while expressing their domination emotions 

respondents focused on specific elements within the advertisements, such as ‗diverse yet, 

glamorized‘, ‗famous, model-like personalities‘ (for H&M), the excessive use of the word 

‗crazy‘ (for Nike) and the relevance of ‗other-half‘ within its narrative (for Benetton). Moreover, 

the strongest domination emotions: conflicted or skepticism was expressed for H&M, when 

compared to others. H&M‘s advertisement displays different individuals superimposed within a 

catchy song, while the other two have more of a narrative, storytelling approach. In visual 

processing, as viewers often fill in unfinished visual narratives (Sharma et. al, 2012), the low 

connection between the characters in H&M‘s advertisement caused respondents to be confused 
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regarding the intent of the advertisement. Additionally, within emotion-laden advertisement, 

hedonic (entertaining approach) rather than utilitarian (store-telling, purposeful approach) have 

been found to generate more domination emotions (conflicted or confused) towards 

advertisements (Obermiller, Spangenberg and MacLachlan, 2005). Also, content, imagery and 

processing fluency words better with narrative appeal rather than entertaining (Chang, 2013). 

This explains why Nike and Benetton received mostly arousal emotions, while H&M received 

most conflicted or confused domination emotions. Furthermore, within these domination 

emotions, many also expressed prior knowledge about the brands as reasoning for their response, 

such as Nike‘s pink tax or H&M insensitive advertising controversy. The ‗mere exposure effect‘ 

implies that attitudes or opinions change into negative considering new information or 

knowledge (Scott and Batra, 2003). Also, overexposure of any brand in the media and then 

exposure to an advertisement from the brand can cause an ‗inverted U curve‘, where positive 

stimulus turns into negative (Scott and Batra, 2003).  

 

Other domination emotions such as sad, uncomfortable and disappointed were also expressed. 

The strongest domination emotion such as sad, disappointed, sensitive was expressed for 

Benetton followed by Nike. The domination responses were not about the advertisement itself, 

but compassionate responses towards women portrayed in them and their sadness about the 

gender inequality that was displayed in the narrative. The relevance and purposefulness of the 

narration in utilitarian approach lead to more involved or captivated response than hedonic 

approach (Sharma et al., 2012). The findings present that respondents were more emotionally 

invested in the two last advertisements than in the first, observed through their expressive 

responses. This connects back to the theory that utilitarian approach in advertising leads to more 

focus on the meaning or core intent of the advertisement, thus, causing sad or disappointed 

domination emotions (Orth and Holancova, 2003).  

Summary: Femvertising most commonly evoked positive emotions towards the advertisement 

and its content. However, some prior knowledge about the brand, as well as glamorized portrayal 

(hedonic approach), impacted respondents‘ opinions regarding the intention of the brand, thus 

leading to skepticism. While negative, sad emotions, not necessarily bad, is evoked when the 

advertisement had a more narrative approach, which caused more emotional investment of the 

respondents with the advertisement, shown in the case of Nike and Benetton.  
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6.2 Understanding of Femvertising  

Under this, the respondents were asked to elaborate on what they presume to be the intent of the 

message. All the three advertisements are counter-stereotypical; the portrayals are used to 

discredit the gender stereotypical portrayal in advertisements. H&M uses different characters 

who represent diverse body types or power positions to counter the norm of how women are 

depicted to be within society and in advertisements, by showing the exact opposite. Nike‘s 

narration focuses on gender-based double standards within the sporting industry to create 

awareness about how women and men are treated the exact opposite while performing or acting 

the same way. Benetton‘s narration is to counter the notion that women are the other half of men 

by portraying women as whole in and within themselves and, asks women to claim for the other 

half that they have been denied, be it in private, social or political sphere.  

 

6.2.1 Understanding of the Message  

Almost all the respondents understood these messages as related to empowerment, whether in 

terms of embracing yourself or addressing gender equality in different areas of the world; it is an 

indication that the message is delivered clearly in each video. Despite this, there were mentions 

of the clothes, the brand image, and femininity as the message when describing H&M‘s 

advertisement than others. As advertisements take on a more hedonic approach, there is more 

focus on visual elements of the advertisement or brands rather than the message (Orth and 

Holancova, 2003). Consistent with the theory, respondents focused more on the characters and 

how they were portrayed within the H&M‘s advertisements, rather than the message. With a 

more utilitarian approach in portrayals, respondents are more involved or interested in the 

message and content than character or visual elements (Orth and Holancova, 2003). Moreover, 

the stronger the domination dimensions (sad or fear) of emotional response regarding the 

message, the less emphasis is on the brand behind the advertisement (Orth and Holancova, 

2003). Consistent with this, Nike and Benetton with narrative, storytelling approach had more 

responses focused on the message and content of the advertisement rather than the brand or the 

visual elements of the advertisement.  

Summary: The messages and their presumed intents were recognized by the respondents, 

although more narrative or storytelling portrayals like in Nike and Benetton led to more focus on 

the message and content rather than the brand or visual elements of the advertisement.   
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6.2.2 Agreement with the Message  

While most of the respondents agreed with the presumed message intent of Nike‘s and 

Benetton‘s advertisement (more than 75 responses), for H&M it was slightly lower, at 65. Those 

who agreed with the message of these advertisements mostly stated that they prefer diverse 

representation and believe in the empowering content of the advertisement. In contrast, few 

respondents expressing that overall they agreed but disagreed regarding some portrayals. As 

these advertisements feature empowered and strong character, the respondents felt that this was 

pushed to the extreme. Thus, the characters were still ‗extraordinary‘ than ‗ordinary‘ in their 

ways, therefore, not a real representation. The wider and global the target market is, the inclusion 

of a diverse range of identities to satisfy all viewers, the difficult it is to avoid alienating or 

dissatisfying one part of the target market (Wernick, 1994). Moreover, when advertisements 

provide a distorted view, they stretch and enhance the portrayal more than the real world (Frith 

and Mueller, 2012). This was observed in the case of H&M and Nike as some respondents found 

it hard to relate to the advertisement, H&M‘s model-like characters, and Nike‘s strong athletes 

thus, leading to disagreement. Only one respondent completely disagreed with the message in 

H&M advertisement, as the respondent believed that gender identity is a biological constitute 

and not a lifestyle. Furthermore, a few male respondents disagreed with Nike‘s advertisement as 

it was expressed to be critical of men.  

 

The better viewers understand the depictions in narratives, the more persuasive the 

advertisements will be (Chang, 2013). Moreover, advertisements that take more of a utilitarian 

approach than a hedonic approach, with a focus more on the ‗usefulness‘ and ‗personal 

relevance‘ rather than it being ‗entertaining‘, are understood better (Olney Batra, and Hoolbrook, 

1991). This was observed in the case of Nike and Benetton‘s advertisement since more 

respondents agreed to the presumed message than H&M‘s. It could be an indication that the 

narratives were much clear in the last two than H&M‘s as it only presented models without going 

into detail about them, so comprehension of the message is more put on the viewer. However, 

Benetton still had the largest amount of disagreement (5 respondents) based on the reasoning that 

why should anyone be someone‘s half? So, whether this is based on the wording of the message 

or its delivery is not clear.  
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Summary: The responses across all three videos are a reflection on how clear delivery of the 

message leads to successful delivery. Albeit some had more than others, in general terms, the 

message was widely understood and agreed on. Moreover, some expressed disagreement with 

the visual imagery of the advertisement and therefore, requires more research into a wide array 

of femvertising and its portrayal.  

 

6.2.3 Compared to other advertisements 

When comparing the advertisements to other fashion advertisements, Nike and Benetton 

received similar responses that they were not fashion advertisements, while H&M‘s was 

considered more of a fashion advertisement. It seems that to be considered a ‗fashion 

advertisement‘, it should focus heavily on ‗trendy/glamorous‘ portrayals rather than 

comprehensive, story-based narratives like that of Nike and Benetton. As stated in the theory, 

focus on narrative or story-telling approach leads to more focus on the message rather than the 

brand (Sharma et al., 2012) and therefore, Nike and Benetton‘s advertisements were termed as 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) or political statements rather than fashion advertisement. 

However, in totality, these advertisements were termed different than most fashion 

advertisements. For Nike and Benetton‘s, most of the respondents found it to be different 

because of the ‗realness‘ and authentic issues presented in them, while for H&M it was its 

representation of diverse individuals. These advertisements were termed different because these 

portrayals are novel when compared to other prevailing advertisements. Advertisements that use 

non-dominant values or portrayals to distinguish itself amongst many are said to be distorted 

mirror (Holbrook, 1987); this seems to be the case for these advertisements. Moreover, H&M 

also was expressed as similar to other fashion advertisements because of its glamorous model-

like characters. This shows the ambivalence of mirror and mold where, advertisement both 

mirror prevalent portrayals while also aligning itself to non-dominant ones to be viewed as 

cultural intermediaries (Moisander and Valtonen, 2006).  

Summary: All three advertisements were viewed as being different in comparison to others they 

had seen before, hence, it can be assumed that these advertisements are not mirroring what is 

dominant in the advertising industry. They are in stark difference to other fashion advertisements 

in terms of their elements, visual presentation and message, thus they may turn out to be 
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representative of a coming shift within the industry. However, there is still a need for further 

exploration of what exactly the respondents consider as other fashion advertisements.  

 

6.2.4 Compared to women around them 

When considering the characters in the advertisements in relation to the real women in their 

surroundings, the respondents expressed varied thoughts. About half of the respondents 

expressed the roles and identities of women in the advertisements were like women around them 

and that it reflected the reality, while the other half expressed that the characters were more 

confident and powerful than reality — extreme cases. As advertisements portray a wide range of 

identities, it is difficult to avoid alienating or dissatisfying one or more parts of the market 

(Wernick, 1994). Moreover, these advertisements portray characters that are distinct from other 

advertisements and therefore, might have caused respondents to find it hard to relate the 

portrayals with their surroundings. Advertisements associate with non-dominant values (distorted 

view) that works best to distinguish itself and gain a competitive advantage (Holbrook, 1987). In 

doing so, they depict novelty and present portrayals or values not prevalent within social 

institutions (Moisander and Valtonen, 2006). This explains the difference in opinion as factors 

such as surroundings come into play. Among respondents with Asian nationality living abroad, 

the advertisements were expressed to be more of a reflection of their surroundings while those in 

their own home country expressed the characters to be more confident and empowered than 

reality. It is safe to assume that the difference in the society they live in — individualistic or 

collectivist caused this difference in response. In terms of the Benetton‘s ad, the respondents 

with European nationalities found it hard to relate to the portrayals, as they stated that the women 

right and empowerment issues are much bigger in South Asia. There was a clear indication of 

sympathy towards the Eastern side, as the advertisement did not necessarily reflect the society in 

Western countries.  

Summary: Across all three advertisements, diverse opinions were noticed, with respondents 

claiming the advertisements more or less reflect (mirror) their surrounding society or changes 

underway within societies, yet also portrays the characters to be somewhat or quite more 

powerful and confident than in reality. They showcase strong and accomplished women in 

overall that is reflective of their society, but they are still ‗extraordinary‘ than ‗ordinary‘ in their 

ways, therefore, an ideal image of successful women, which is hard to relate to. The 
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advertisements are acting as a distorted mirror; showcasing a portion of the values that seems 

applicable to them and stretching it for its own use. This portrayal ends up reflecting the society, 

while also not being a truly realistic picture.  

 

6.2.5 Compared to one‟s ideology about gender issues 

In terms of whether the video matched their idea about gender roles, the majority of the 

respondents expressed that they had similar views as that of the advertisements, while there were 

still responses such as partly matched or somewhat. Amongst those who refused or did not know 

what to say about this were all the men (11). Perhaps, these advertisements that heavily promote 

female empowerment might have made it hard for them to relate to or form an opinion of. It was 

also noticed that men respondents commonly viewed this advertisement as against men or 

critical of men, and therefore their disagreement with the advertisement‘s ideals.  

Summary: Across the three advertisements, although most of the respondents expressed that the 

videos match their ideals, while those who expressed otherwise could be traced back to questions 

about agreement with the message or first emotions. Thus, personal idea about gender roles was 

found to inform opinions regarding the advertisements. Since most respondents who expressed 

that the ideals either did not match or partly matched were men, it shows that femvertising from 

a male perspective should be explored more, given that feminism also incorporates the liberty 

and empowerment of male gender.  

 

6.3 Impact of Femvertising   

In terms of the impact of femvertising, most of the respondents noted this as a positive change 

towards changing views of people and in turn hopefully transform the standard within fashion 

advertisement. They indicated that they would like to see these types of portrayals to increase in 

frequency as they are harbingers of change over the long-term. Cultivation theory suggests that 

extensive media exposure leads to the shaping of social reality in the long run (Gerbner et al., 

2002) as these leads to the audience adopting the realities of the media into real-life (Rudy, 

Popova and Linz, 2010). Consistent with this theory, respondents expressed that repeated 

exposure to these empowering, equal and non-stereotypical portrayals in advertisements will 

alter the media standard as well as influence perceptions in real-life (mold perspective). Thus, the 

pervasive nature of advertising is accorded as a point of cultural reference (Wernick, 1994), thus, 
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advertisements accelerate change and are instruments to mold society (Gustafson, 2001). The 

overall positive response from respondents also shows that perhaps feminist narratives with its 

non-dominant values confirms, even more, the advertiser‘s role as an important participant in 

molding the society. Few of the responses have been presented below:  

It will create conversation and challenge people to think and to acknowledge 

problems. Other companies will probably think about their stereotypical ads more 

and change their behavior.  

The more they are put out to the society, the more people will start to question it and 

ask for it. So those messages in the ads can be true one day.  

It would affect gender stereotypical fashion ads to not take an easy road and keep 

efforts into being inclusive and perhaps increase getting called out by public when 

they're being insensitive. 

On the contrary, some respondents were also conflicted, unsure about the impact and questioned 

these advertisements‘ intent as the immediate goal is selling goods. Within associative 

marketing, a response such as ‗attempt to increase sales‘ are skeptic or negative response as a 

result of disassociation of marketed product and non-marketed good (Waide, 1987). This points 

towards a disassociation of fashion and clothing with women‘s empowerment message and 

therefore, led to unsure responses. However, within skepticism, respondents expressed that it 

depends on whether the brands continue to be inclusive and gender unbiased in their 

advertisement. Responses under this were in the terms of: 

I don„t think there is a clear impact. Firms in the fashion industry will have an eye 

on what competitors do, if this is successful, maybe they will go similar ways. Still, 

as long as classical fashion ads with stereotypes reach wide publicity, I don„t think a 

lot is going to change in general. 

Summary: Although most of the respondents perceived femvertising as a positive change in 

fashion advertising, it was still based on an expectation that the frequency of these portrayals 

increases for it to make a significant impact. In general, respondents expressed that this type of 

advertising will challenge and change the way fashion advertisements are perceived and 

practiced. These very hopeful themes of responses were also noted amongst those who were 

conflicted or termed it as short-term. So, it can be concluded that on both ends the respondents 

chimed that it depends on the fashion firm‘s intention with these advertisements. If fashion firms 

are using femvertising as a short-term strategy and don‘t intend to push it forward for long-term, 
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then there will be no impact on fashion advertisements. This was expressed by one respondent 

as: 

I think it‟s a temporary thing. Fashion is cyclical in nature, in 20 years fashion 

adverts will likely look very different. It‟s IMPORTANT to note that the opinions 

shared in these adverts and others do not reflect on the opinion of the company but is 

aimed to pander toward a specific audience. If the target audience is perceived to 

have different views/priorities, the adverts will change to match. MONEY is king in 

the fashion/marketing world, not opinions, ideas, or virtue.  

 

6.4 Outcome of Femvertising  

In terms of fashion brands‘ use of femvertising in their advertising strategy, most respondents 

expressed it as a good tool for shaping people‘s way of thinking. They perceived it as a positive 

step towards initiating conversations about equal society and hopefully lead to actual changes 

within society. Under the mold point of view, advertisements are regarded as significant to shape 

or mold ideas and values (Pollay, 1987) through their pervasive and repetitive portrayal (Ganahal 

et al., 2003b). Consistent with the theory, the respondents viewed these advertisements as a point 

of cultural reference and see them possibly molding masses. However, they also noted that it 

must be done correctly or in ‗a good way‘, described as using ―real‖ people and with the right 

message, i.e. being more realistic and authentic. Here again, a utilitarian approach with more 

personal usefulness or relevance is more captivating and interesting for respondents (Sharma et 

al., 2012).  

Moreover, brands according to the respondents should ‗walk the talk‘ in terms of what they 

promote, and not use femvertising to profit. These opinions were consistent with the theory of 

associative marketing. Disassociation of the product with the marketed good leads to skeptic 

responses such as clothing cannot improve women‘s right, selling at best (Waide, 1987). So not 

only is there a demand for authenticity in advertisements but also transparency about the 

business functioning so that respondents know if brands are acting on what they associate 

themselves with i.e. women empowerment. Although, in general, femvertising was received 

positively, some negative responses expressed that ultimately advertisements purpose is to 

increase branding and sales. The views are in line with the mirror point of view which allocate 

little or no significance to advertising (Holbrook, 1987).  
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In terms of the outcome of femvertising, most of the respondents expressed that it can lead to 

changes in the social sphere: by initiating discussions about gender roles, reshaping beauty 

standards and bring awareness regarding issues of equality. The mold perspective in advertising 

suggests that everyday lives end up being shaped by media as people learn from it (Eisend, 

2010). Even if we don‘t realize the impact of advertising as a tool that can mold and change our 

values and beliefs, gradually advertising provides at least a subtle influence of change in society 

(ibid.). Consistent with the theory, respondents expressed receivers of advertisements are 

informed by portrayals in them; therefore, femvertising would hopefully change mindsets or 

influence viewers. Additionally, the respondents expected these advertisements to impact other 

people rather than themselves. Consumers usually presume portrayals to harm or help others, 

rather than themselves (Gunther and Storey, 2003; Eisend, 2017) and therefore respond 

positively or negatively. In our case, these portrayals were expressed as a positive change to help 

change the mindset of others and therefore were presumed to have a positive outcome.  

On the contrary, there were still some skeptical responses in terms of the outcome, similar to the 

responses noted in the section above about brands‘ use of femvertising. This makes logical sense 

as respondents who do not ‗buy into‘ these advertisements, also see that it does not have any 

important impact on society. Additionally, some of the respondents expressed their concern 

about these advertisements as a commodification of feminism; brands using feminism for target 

marketing and profit. As with associative advertising, respondents expressed their concern about 

brands profiteering from feminist ideas and thus, called the brands hypocritical. With associating 

with non-market goodness, without relevance or plausible actions, this type of advertising tends 

to desensitize advertisers to the compassion, concern, and sympathy for others that are central to 

moral virtue and thus, audiences to oversee the cultivation of non-market goodness (Waide, 

1987). Like mentioned earlier, selling cigarettes during the second wave of feminism is a way of 

associative advertising; associative feelings of independence and freedom.   

I think it is okay. It might be a cheap trick to get more sales but if people genuinely 

feel better from their existence then I do not see a problem with them.  

It's moving with the time, but I find it slightly exploitative of feminism, what are these 

fashion brands actually doing to improve the lives of women? 

Summary: Most of the respondents expressed that femvertising on its own is a good tool for 

shaping people‘s beliefs in the hopes of bringing changes within society. They see femvertising 
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pervading the social layers by initiating discussions about gender non-conforming roles, 

acceptance and equality, thus, see it as a molder of the masses. However, as a marketing strategy, 

they noted that it was important that brands use realistic and authentic portrayals in 

advertisements, coupled with the implementation of the advertised values within business 

functioning, for it to not be hypocritical or commoditization of feminism. So, they want brands to 

not just make advertisements as their contribution to change in society, but take actual business 

level actions for real, deeper changes.  

 

6.5 Difference in the Theme of Responses  

In totality, most of the responses did not deviate from the themes that were used to draw up the 

questionnaire, meaning that the theme from the responses, matched the theme used to draw up 

the questionnaire. However, among the responses, there were a few oddities i.e. responses 

divergent to the themes used, which have been detailed below.  

Regarding the first responses to the advertisements, a few of the unsure reactions and negative 

reaction stem from the pre-conceived brand image respondents had about the respective brands. 

Within these responses, there were mentions of H&M‘s recent advertisement blunder, Nike‘s 

imposition of pink tax and Benetton‘s supply chain in Southeast Asia. Thus, these responses 

were driven by brand image rather than the portrayals in the advertisement. This was also 

observed when respondents were asked whether they agreed with the message; thus, brand‘s 

activities were pointed out as reason to not agree with the message rather than the message itself. 

Moreover, for Benetton, there were many empathetic responses and acknowledgment of 

difference in the plight of women in the Western and the Eastern side of the world. Although 

response assessing Benetton‘s advertisements as different because of its eastern portrayal was 

expected, the level of responses discussing their disappointment and sadness in terms of gender 

inequality, in general, was not expected.  

 

Additionally, some responses were in stark contrast to the question asked. For instance, when 

asked about the message of the H&M‘s advertisement and agreement with it, one female 

respondent expressed that it was an advertisement about their pants and that she was not 

convinced to buy those pair of pants. Moreover, a few respondents when asked about the 

portrayals of women in the advertisement compared to reality, they pointed out that the women 
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were ‗boss‘, ‗lesbians‘ or ‗dressed well‘, without answering the specifics of the question. 

Furthermore, a noticeable difference in response was observed amongst few respondents who 

identified as male, where they responded that message within these advertisements made them 

feel guilty of being a man, and thus found it unfair to men. This sentiment led to their response 

that these advertisements did not match or partially matched with their gender-based ideal, as 

they expressed the advertisement as being critical of men. These responses which were odd, 

difficult to decipher, or did not specify reasoning as required in the questions were outliers 

within the response pool.  
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7. Conclusions of the Research 

This section presents the conclusion and implications vis-à-vis the research questions. 

 

Our research explores the consumers‘ opinion on how they feel about femvertising by fashion 

brands and its outcome. The study utilized the review of different waves of feminism and 

advertising as the foundation, alongside consumer attitude/response towards advertisement and 

mirror/mold point of view, to design the questionnaire as well as later analyze the empirics in 

relation to them. Additionally, the empirical data stem from the digital snowball distributed 

electronically to reach a diverse group of respondents via social media. The three video 

advertisements in the questionnaire were selected based on the criteria of gender non-conforming 

fashion advertising. Furthermore, the collected empirical data were analyzed and discussed based 

on the four themes: First responses to the video advertisements, Understanding of Femvertising, 

Impact of Femvertising, and Outcome of Femvertising. The conclusions from our study are 

presented below.  

Under the first theme, First responses to the video advertisements, findings show in general, 

femvertising generated positive responses. Any response that expressed otherwise (negative, 

confused, skeptic) specified visual elements or prior knowledge of the brand as their reasons. 

Based on the responses real and diverse portrayals within the advertisement were viewed more 

positively than glamorized, modelesque portrayals. Moreover, the narrative story-telling 

approach in advertisements, rather than entertainment-based, led to high involvement of 

respondents with the content as well as the message of the advertisement. However, 

advertisements with a narrative approach also run the risk of evoking sadness or disappointment 

as well as termed inspirational or CSR advertisements, which was the case for Nike and 

Benetton. Although femvertising evoked positive response towards the advertisement and its 

content, there were still differences in preference and opinion with regards to the visual 

portrayals or narration within femvertising. Therefore, more research into elements within 

femvertising is important.  

The second theme, Understanding of Femvertising, generated the following conclusions. 

Overall, the respondents understood the message behind these advertisements and largely agreed 

with them. In terms of the portrayals in advertisements, they were expressed as different from 
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most fashion advertisements. Also, the characters within them were expressed to be reflective of 

their surroundings but also more aspirational and empowered than reality. This implies that the 

advertisements acted as a ‗distorted mirror‘ and thus reflect the non-dominant ideals or 

portrayals, while also extending or manipulating them. However, even then these distorted 

portrayals were expressed as refreshing, different and gave respondents hope that the future 

would look like what the advertisement portrayed. The word ‗different‘ was used in a positive 

context as they emphasized that these advertisements display diverse, empowered women 

embedded with a social message without objectifying them. Furthermore, the majority of the 

respondents expressed that the videos matched their ideals about gender roles, while some 

expressed otherwise. The anomaly within the responses was noted between the two 

predominantly self-defined genders, female and male, where men mostly expressed that the 

advertisement ‗did not match‘ or ‗partly match‘ with their ideals about gender roles. Since these 

advertisements were heavily women-oriented it might have made it hard for them to relate to or 

form an opinion of. Moreover, it was also observed that male respondents viewed femvertising 

as being against men or critical of men, and therefore might have caused their disagreement with 

the advertisements‘ ideals. These responses were a rarity within the theme used to interpret the 

responses, thus, it denotes that research into femvertising from male perspective should be 

further explored.  

The third theme, Impact of Femvertising, revealed that femvertising is generally positively 

received and is presumed to challenge norms within fashion advertising. These advertisements 

were assumed as a harbinger of change with repeated and persuasive portrayals reshaping and 

changing fashion standards. Although femvertising was expressed to have the potential to alter 

the view and practices within the fashion industry, its impact was expressed to be insignificant if 

only limited to the short-term marketing strategy without any real changes within the brand‘s 

business functioning. However, opinions maintain that advertisements have the potential to 

operate as a molder when the positive portrayals are repeated, and thus, accorded as a reference 

point for a change or shift within any industry. This was discovered to represent the most 

common opinion amongst the respondents, where, these portrayals were presumed to impact 

both the fashion industry positively and helpfully, albeit with repeated and long-term 

implementation.  
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The fourth theme, Outcome of Femvertising, indicated that the respondents viewed femvertising 

as a tool that might shape people‘s mindset and values. With awareness about the pervasive 

nature of advertisements, respondents presumed that these positive portrayals would positively 

impact others who view it, rather than themselves. Thus, a view that advertisements have an 

impact on other people and social setting was present amongst the responses, thus, it can be 

assumed that respondents viewed advertisements as a molder of masses. However, when used as 

a marketing tool, the authenticity of these advertisements was critically questioned by the 

respondents and therefore brands were expected to ‗walk the talk‘ rather than use femvertising to 

profit. The respondents disassociated the link between the ‗empowerment message‘ of the 

advertisement and the product, thereby expressing the brand‘s activities to be an indicator of the 

brand‘s intent. This type of ‗associative marketing‘, where associating the brand with non-market 

goodness without relevance or plausible actions, leads to audiences question the intent behind. 

Therefore, opinions related that the outcome of femvertising leads nowhere if only used within 

marketing strategy without any real changes within the business functioning.  

All things considered, the respondents perceived femvertising as a new marketing tool for 

initiating changes within societies and fashion industry, albeit these portrayals remain for the 

long-run and brands authentically implement what they preach. Respondents viewed 

femvertising, on its own as a potential to the mold of the masses with its inclusive, gender non-

conforming ideals and hope that the future will be as it is portrayed in these advertisements. 

However, they also criticize the brands as commodifying feminism and discredit the 

advertisements if they purely utilize it to profit; therefore, they prefer an actual implementation 

of feministic values into the brand‘s business functioning. Admitting that these portrayals are 

more aspirational and empowered than reality (a distorted view) the audience still found these 

portrayals as positive and empowering. They hope that these portrayals will be ever more 

widespread across the industry and far-reaching to spread awareness about issues of equality and 

pervade social strata and institutions.  
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8. Limitations and Further Research  

This section presents reflections on the limitations as well as suggestions for further research.   

 

Our key limitation lies in the methodology used to conduct this study. Although the research 

method was a mixture of both qualitative and quantitative, the major strength of these research 

methods, the in-depth understanding that comes through qualitative aspect and the 

generalizability of the findings through a quantitative aspect, was not fully realized within our 

research. Here, our research only managed to provide a surface-level, general view of 

consumers‘ opinion to fulfill the research purpose without going into in-depth reasoning and 

background behind the responses. Additionally for a study conducted from the borderless lens to 

capture the broad diversity of respondents, the sample size needs to be larger (Bryman, 2012). 

However, given the time and resource constraints, the sample size that this study successfully 

reached was only 86. So the study is limited by its sample size for generalization of the findings 

to be possible. Therefore, the findings of this research can only be taken as a general overview of 

opinions of sample collected within a socio-digital sphere.  

 

Moreover, the questionnaire used for this study started with an introduction of the research topic 

i.e. femvertising as advertisements laden with feminist narratives. Termed as priming effect, the 

previous activation of one type of information in active memory goes on to effect the processing 

of subsequent related information (Given, 2008). Thus, the disclosure at the beginning of the 

survey impacted the respondents‘ answers towards the advertisements presented. Although this 

disclosure was meant to encourage participation and understanding of the term, the linking of 

these advertisements with feminism, a sensitive topic at this current global climate, led to most 

responses being positive towards the advertisement. Moreover, since the study is limited to self-

reported opinion or thoughts without any in-depth understanding of consumers‘ values and 

attitudes, it is safe to assume that there exists a dissonance between reported response and actual 

thoughts or opinions. Additionally, in qualitative research, subjectivity impact on elements like 

the choice of the topic, methodology, and interpretation of data (Ratner, 2002). As our research 

was conducted through an open-ended online questionnaire there is no assurance that the 

respondents interpreted the questions as assumed and therefore subjectivity has impacted our 

understanding of the responses gathered. Even though it was informed that the respondents can 
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always contact the researchers regarding issues with the questionnaire, it is, nevertheless, not a 

guarantee that they would have undertaken that. Finally, the mirror/mold aspect of the research 

requires studies over the years to understand if portrayals lead to any changes. Here, for our 

purpose, we use this to understand how consumers view advertising and if they think it has an 

impact on social life.    

 

However, there are still key lessons to be learned from this study for any further research in this 

area. Any further research within this area should have a more qualitative focus with in-depth 

research into the respondent‘s background and culture in relation to the responses. This helps in 

understanding the reasoning (the ‗why‘) behind consumers‘ opinion and perspective. 

Additionally, it helps to provide insight and explore any dissonance that exists between their 

actual attitudes and values regarding femvertising and their response. Moreover, any disclosure 

of information about femvertising or linking of advertisements with feminism should be avoided 

in future research, in order to avoid any priming effect which was experienced within our 

research. The sensitivity of the topic in the current climate meant that extra care must have been 

taken while conducting research within this area, which is a key learning from our research 

study. Additionally, due to the snowball sampling approach, the reach of our questionnaire was 

limited within our socio-digital circle; hence, our suggestion for further research would be to use 

method that extends beyond the researchers‘ circle. It is also suggested that future research be 

inclusive of respondents from sexual minorities, as our study only received three respondents 

from these groups. Furthermore, since the questionnaire was open-ended with particularly 

chosen video advertisements, the use of other advertisements with questions formulated in 

different ways is also suggested. Also, another suggestion for future research is using 

advertisements without disclosing the brand name so as to understand if brand image impacts 

responses of participants. Further research from brands‘ perspective, their intended message and 

outcome, contrasted with consumers‘ understanding of the message and outcome, will also aid in 

furthering our understanding of the phenomenon from both ends of the advertising 

communication channel. Lastly, our findings show that femvertising is a complex phenomenon 

with several layers of elements, so future research with an in-depth focus on one element such as 

the outcome or impact of femvertising, might lead towards more generalizable results.  
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Appendix I: Video Advertisements 

The video advertisements, its content and a snapshot of its imagery, are presented in this appendix.  

Advertisement 1: H&M – She’s a Lady (2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The video within the first 8 seconds displays four different models: a zaftig model of color (Paloma 

Elsesser), a transgender model (Hari Nef), an androgynous model (Heather Kemesky) and a buzz haired 

model (Cajsa Wessberg). All four of these models are known to be a spokesperson for the ―types of 

identities‖ they represent within the modeling community. After that, Jillian Hervey from Lion Babe is 

shown at a restaurant, eating with a group of her friends, flaunting her natural afro hair, and picking her 

teeth with a fork. They are all shown to be in a ―free‖ spirit and in the background — a little girl is shown 

to be looking at them, in a mix of awe and surprise. Twenty seconds into the video, is a montage with 

Pum Lefebure, co-founder of a Design Army, in her strong work persona and Pernille Teisbaek, a fashion 

stylist and influencer, with a bold dark green lipstick; alongside this is a few models from the first 8 

seconds as well as another zaftig model is shown (Katy Syme). Almost halfway into the video, we see a 

cisgender woman (Muay Thai boxer Fatima Pinto), checking herself on the mirror in an elevator, 

seemingly happy with how she looks. After this, is a montage again of a same-sex lesbian couple diving 

in (models unknown), a model manspreading on the tube (Iselin Steiro), American veteran actress Lauren 

Hutton seemingly annoyed with her surrounding with mostly men, the androgynous model (Heather 

Kemesky), a British-Indian model (Neelam Gill) singing karaoke and dancing on her own. This montage 

ends with Arvida Byström, with fully haired armpits, unbuttoning her pants to eat fries on her bed. The 

video ends with a montage of portrait shot of most of the women appearing in the video, with a brief 
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glimpse of Adwoa Aboah of Gurls talk, before ending with an underwater scene with two women kissing 

(Weiner, 2016). Link to the video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8-RY6fWVrQ0 

Advertisement 2: Nike – Dream Crazier (2019) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Dream Crazier is focused on women athletes and the gender-based stereotypes they face. Narrated by 

Serena William (Nike News, 2019), the video uses a montage of successful and outstanding athletes of 

the world, Gymnast Simone Biles, Snowboarder Chloe Kim, Fencer Ibtihaj Muhammad, the US 

Women‘s National Soccer team and of course Serena Williams (Nike, 2019), to depict how women 

athletes are fighting to break the barriers and double standards with the sporting industry to inspire other 

athletes to be their best despite name calling and discrimination. The video also provides a glimpse of 

how women were barred, physically stopped from running in marathons and salutes women effort for 

their right to be included in marathons. Through this video, Nike also voiced its support for Caster 

Semenya, South African middle-distance runner whose natural level of testosterone in her body was cited 

as the reason for barring her from running without taking hormone suppressant. The transcript from this 

video is as such:  

If we show emotion, we're called dramatic. If we want to play against men, 

we're nuts. And if we dream of equal opportunity, delusional. When we stand 

for something, we're unhinged. When we're too good, there's something 

wrong with us. And if we get angry, we're hysterical, irrational, or just being 

crazy. But a woman running a marathon was crazy. A woman boxing was 

crazy. A woman dunking, crazy. Coaching an NBA team, crazy. A woman 

competing in a hijab; changing her sport; landing a double-cork 1080; or 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8-RY6fWVrQ0


98 

 

winning 23 grand slams, having a baby, and then coming back for more, 

crazy, crazy, crazy, and crazy. So, if they want to call you crazy, fine. Show 

them what crazy can do.” It‟s only crazy until you do it. Just do it. (Nudd, 

2019) 

Link to the video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=whpJ19RJ4JY 

Advertisement 3: United Colors of Benetton – #United by Half (2017) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The video (United Colors of Benetton, 2017) starts off with a couple in traditional marriage attire both 

with swords as opposed to swords being only adorned by the groom, and then goes on to show women 

from different backgrounds, fighting for their equal half. There is a girl arm wrestling with a boy to a 

women police officer directing her subordinates, to women quitting for not getting equal pay at work. It 

also portrays both siblings (a boy and a girl) wearing the amulet called ‗Rakhi‘ — as opposed to the 

Hindu tradition where the amulet is only worn by the brother being given by his sisters as a sign of 

―protection‖. Further, it goes on to show a pregnant woman working while (what appears to be) her 

husband is taking care of their daughter. It also shows middle-aged women in saris playing bowling, an 

older woman graduating as opposed to the reality that older women have fewer opportunities due to social 

and family structures when compared to older men. The video also has a lot of montages of kids playing 

traditionally boy toys like a remote controlled car, football or flying kite, to women taking a stance on 

taking care of the bill or women in traditionally men-dominated occupations like driving a taxi, butchery 

as well as changing tires to lifting furniture. The video ends with a montage of all the women and kids 

who appeared with an ending note that says: ‗women have been denied their half for far too long; let us 

unite for the equal half‘. Link to the video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y_4aGsMrQ08' 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=whpJ19RJ4JY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y_4aGsMrQ08
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Appendix II: Questionnaire 

 
A survey on ‘femvertising’ in fashion 
Hello, nice to see you here! 

First of all, we, Anjali Acharya and Lycke Ristima  ki, would like to sincerely thank you for agreeing to be 

a part of our survey, which is the basis of our master‘s thesis in Fashion Management and Marketing at 

The Swedish School of Textiles. As you may have experienced, there is a trend of fashion advertisements 

with ―femvertising‖ or ―feminist narratives‖. In the survey, we use the term 'femvertising' for feminist 

advertising. Through this survey, we want to discover your perspectives on this trend. Would you be 

willing to take 15 minutes to watch three videos and share your thoughts and experiences related to this 

trend? Since your opinions are the point of this research, there is space provided after each question where 

you can share your thoughts freely and honestly, and confidentially. 

Your level of participation in this survey is, of course voluntary, and we assume that by answering you 

are giving consent for us to use your anonymized responses. Please complete the survey within a week of 

receiving it. Also, any completed survey after the 5th of May will not be used in this survey. 

Thank you again for taking the time to participate in this survey. We think it will yield interesting results. 

Please feel free to contact us if you have any concerns. 

Our e-mail addresses are: 

Anjali Acharya: s173008@student.hb.se 

Lycke Ristimäki: s171476@student.hb.se  

End Date: 05.05.2019 

 
1. Where in our beautiful world do you live? (Country, Location) Short-answer text  

2. What is your nationality? Short-answer text 

3. How would you describe your ethnicity? Short-answer text 

4. How old are you? Short-answer text 

5. What word(s) do you use to describe your sex and gender identity? (gender fluid, female, male, 

transgender....) Short-answer text 

6. What word(s) do you use to describe your sexuality? (queer, heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual....) 

Short-answer text 

7. What is your educational level? (high-school, university-level, masters......) Short-answer text  

8. What is your occupational status? (student, employee, entrepreneur........) Short-answer text 

 
Video #1 
The first video is from H&M titled She's a Lady. 

Please click on the still video icon for the video to play, and then answer the questions in your own words 

or with the prompts provided to help you with your response. 

Video #1 H&M: She's a Lady 
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9. How did the advertisement make you feel, and why? (happy, sad, powerful...... because......) 

Long-answer text 

10. What do you think is the main message in the ad? Long-answer text 

11. Do you agree with the message behind the ad? Please explain why you agree or disagree. Long-

answer text  

12. Compared to other fashion ads, in what ways do you find this ad different or the same? Long-answer 

text  

13. What are your thoughts about the roles and identities of women in the ad, when compared to what you 

see around you? Long-answer text 

 
Video #2 
This section presents a recent advertisement by Nike, followed by a few questions. 

Please click on the still video icon for the video to play, and then answer the questions in your own words 

or with the prompts provided to help you with your response. 

Video #2 Nike: Dream Crazier 

 
14. How did the advertisement make you feel, and why? (happy, sad, powerful...... because......) 

Long-answer text 

15. What do you think is the main message behind the ad? Long-answer text 

16. Do you agree with the message behind the ad? Please explain why you agree or disagree. 

Long-answer text 

17. Compared to other fashion ads, in what ways do you find this ad different or the same? 
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Long-answer text 

18. What are your thoughts about the roles and identities of women in the ad, when compared to what you 

see around you? Long-answer text 

Video #3 United Colors of Benetton: United by Half 
This is the Final video section of this survey. 

This section has an advertisement by United Colors of Benetton, followed by a few questions. 

Please click on the still video icon for the video to play, and then answer the questions in your own words 

or with the prompts provided to help you with your response. 

Video #3 Benetton: #UnitedByHalf 

 
19. How did the advertisement make you feel, and why? (happy, sad, powerful...... because......) Long-

answer text 

20. What do you think is the main message behind the ad? Long-answer text 

21. Do you agree with the message behind the ad? Please explain why you agree or disagree. 

Long-answer text 

22. Compared to other fashion ads, in what ways do you find this ad different or the same? Long-answer 

text 

23. What are your thoughts about the roles and identities of women in the ad, when compared to what you 

see around you? Long-answer text 

 
Final thoughts 
Please share your final thoughts based on all the three ads you have seen so far. Just to recap, 

'femvertising' is a term used to describe feminist advertising. 

24. Please rate below, what elements are important to you in fashion ads?  
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25. To what extent does the video ad match with your idea about gender roles in society? 

Long-answer text 

26. What do you think will be the impact of ‗femvertising‘ on gender-stereotypical fashion ads? Long-

answer text 

27. What are your thoughts about fashion brands using ‗femvertising‘ in their advertising strategy? Long-

answer text 

28. What do you think is the outcome of ‗femvertising‘? Long-answer text 
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Appendix III: Demographic Information of Respondents  

Location:  

Sweden (15) Brazil (2) Bangladesh (1) Macedonia (1) Saudi Arabia (1) UK (1) 

Finland (14) Israel (2) Cambodia (1) Malaysia (1) Spain (1)  

Nepal (12) Norway (2) Hong Kong (1) Pakistan (1) Switzerland (1)  

United States (9) South Africa (2) Iraq (1) Peru (1) Thailand (1)  

Germany (8) Austria (1) Italy (1) Philippines (1) Tunisia (1)  

 

Nationality:  

Nepali (20) Swedish (3)  Pakistani (2) Iraqi (1) Tunisian (1) 

Finnish (17) American (2) Spanish (2) Macedonian (1) Turk (1) 

German (6) Austrian (2) Bangladeshi (1) Malaysian (1) Ukrainian (1)  

Brazilian (3) Filipino (2)  Cambodian (1) Norwegian (1)   

Indian (3) Japanese (2) Chinese (1) Peruvian (1)  

South African 

(3) 

Thai (2) Dutch (1) South Korean (1)  

 

Ethnicity:  

Asian (10) 

Asian Indo-Aryan (1) 

Aryan/Asian (1) 

Asian/Indian (1) 

North European/Scandinavian 

(2) 

Scandinavian (2) 

Nordic (2) 

European (3) 

Jewish/North European (1) 

Latino/African/German/Jewish (1) 

Asian/Caucasian (1) 

Latino (1) 

Asian/Chinese (1) 

Chinese (1) 

Filipino/Chinese (1) 

Japanese (1) 

Swedish (2) 

Finnish (White) (1) 

Finnish (2) 

Finn-Swede (1) 

Mediterranean (1) 

Jamaican/English (1) 

South East Asia (1) 

Korean (1) 

German (2)  

Nepali (2) 

Hindu (2) 

Brahmin (4) 

Brown (1) 

Newar (2) 

Limbu (1) 

Chhetri (1) 

Brahmin/Newar (1) 

Western, White, Blonde (1) 

Caucasian (5) 

White (7) 

Swiss (1) 

Spaniard (1) 

South African (1) 

Ukrainian (1) 

Part of me (1) 

Kindness (1) 

Foodiest people (1) 

? (2) 

Black (1) 

Queer as f**k (1) 

Strong (1) 

Tibetan (1)   

Pakistani (1)   
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Age:  

25 years (14) 24 years (7)  30 years (3) 31 years (1) 

27 years (12) 32 years (4) 21 years (2) 40 years (1) 

26 years (9) 33 years (3) 34 years (2)   

28 years (9) 22 years (3) 36 years (1)  

23 years (8)  29 years (3) 19 years (1)  

 

Sex/Gender Identity:  

Female (49) Male (31) Cisgender Female (2)  Gender-free (1)  

 

Sexuality: 

Heterosexual/Straight (70) Homosexual (7) Bisexual (2) 

Heteroflexible (1)  Homoromantic Asexual (1) Gender-queer (1) 

Hetero(exploring) (1)   

 

Educational:  

Phd. Level (2) Bachelors‘ Level (17) High school (4)  

Masters‘ Level (41) University Level (17)  

University Graduate (2)   

 

Occupational Status: 

Employee (41) Student/Entrepreneur (1) 

Entrepreneur (3) Student (29) 

Employee/Student (2) Researcher (2)  

Employee/Entrepreneur (3) Unemployed (2) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



105 

 

Appendix IV: Results of the Questionnaire 

 

Q9, Q14, Q19: How did the advertisement make you feel, and why? (happy, sad, 

powerful...... because......) 

Responses Video 1: H&M Video 2: Nike Video 3: Benetton 

Negative  7 15 16 

Conflicted  18 7 13 

Positive 58 61 54 

 

 

Q10, Q15, and Q20: What do you think is the main message in the ad? 

Answers Responses 

Ad 1 

It‘s about the brand‘s clothes and building its image 18 

In general, it‘s about the individuals‘ empowerment (Talks about empowerment in general 

form): all individuals should be comfortable in their own skin. 
22 

It‘s about women‘s empowerment, freedom and rights: women can be whomever they want, 

all kinds of femininity. Don't stereotype a woman. 
37 

A various definition of what a ―lady‖ is. 6 

Ad 2 

Women are judged differently than men, although they are doing the same thing. 17 

Positive motivation (in general): You can DO it! 24 

Women empowerment 25 

Women can be equally exceptional in sports as men 16 

The difficulties with sports 1 

Ad 3 

Women should have their fair share 20 

Stand up for yourself 6 

Women in India/South Asia should be better treated 1 

Equality should be everywhere and between genders as well, especially in women. 51 

Women helping women 1 

Women are not the half; women should not be anyone‘s half and being their independent self 4 
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Q11, Q16, and Q21: Do you agree with the message behind the ad? Please 

explain why you agree or disagree. 

Answers Responses 

Ad 1 

Yes 65 

Maybe/not sure/don‘t understand it 7 

No 1 

Yes, but still somewhat skeptical 10 

Ad 2 

Yes 75 

No 2 

Yes, but still somewhat skeptical 6 

Ad 3 

Yes 77 

Maybe/not sure/don‘t understand it 1 

No 5 
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Q12, Q17, and Q22: Compared to other fashion ads, in what ways do you find this ad different or 

the same? 

Answers Responses 

Ad 1 

The same 21 

Different 50 

Partly the same or different 5 

Indifferent or ―I don‘t know‖ 7 

Ad 2 

The same 14 

Different: it‘s not a fashion ad, it‘s about sport and sportswear. 9 

Different: it has real people and emotions 33 

Different 23 

Partly the same or different 1 

Indifferent or ―I don't know‖ 3 

Ad 3 

Different: it‘s not a fashion ad 9 

Different: it has real people and emotions 12 

Different 18 

Different: more around the one area in the world/south east Asia 7 

Different: focus more on the messages rather than the products 22 

The same 11 

Indifferent or ―I don‘t know‖ 4 
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Q13, Q18, and Q23: What are your thoughts about the roles and identities of women in the ad, 

when compared to what you see around you? 

Answers Responses 

Ad 1 

Many same roles in my world; I am surrounded by powerful women so the ad isn't that 

special or different and that inspiring. 
14 

They are different and wider spectrum than what I see around me: more confident, more 

powerful 
18 

Most of the roles does not match with my surroundings 7 

Indifferent or ―I don‘t know‖ 12 

These ads are a reflection of the reality and my world 20 

Skeptical 12 

Ad 2 

The people in the ad are strong and empowering 26 

It pushes the boundaries further than in my society: more diverse, more confident, etc... 13 

The ad reflects somewhat the reality, the issues portrayed in the ad is also the same in society. 

Reflects the strong women around me. 
20 

This does not reflect in my society. 9 

Indifferent or ―I don‘t know‖ 4 

It demands more exposure for equality and balance between men and women 4 

Skeptical 4 

Different: more ―sporty‖ 3 

Ad 3 

Reflecting reality with real people (same) 24 

Aspiring role models of equality: women's empowerment 19 

They are half, not the better nor the worse part 5 

Indifferent or "I don't know" 6 

The issue is bigger in other countries than in my country 15 

It's a political protest, sending a message 3 

It shows all cultures and women within the cultures 7 

I don't understand how this is empowering women? 2 
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Why anyone's half? 1 

This does not reflect reality 1 

 

 

Q25: To what extent does the video ads match with your idea about gender roles in society? 

Answers Responses 

Match well 50 

It shows what it should be, compared to other types of ads 2 

Matches partly 17 

It challenges them 3 

Doesn't match 6 

―I don‘t know‖ 5 
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Q26: What do you think will be the impact of ‘femvertising’ on gender-stereotypical fashion ads? 

Answers Responses 

It will play a big part, but maybe not so deeply 2 

The more the society is exposed to such, the more people start to think about it and request for 

it. And one day, those messages in the ads can become true - these can shape society 
10 

The more exposure these ads gets, there will be a risk for new counter movements like 

hyperfeminine - can create a polarised environment. 
4 

Conflicted, "I don't know" 9 

Sceptical, questioning its authenticity 11 

It will change the view or practice of fashion ads 13 

It will empower women, impact gender inequality, and change our view and thoughts about 

these. 
23 

Will be more appealing to a wider public 3 

Positive impact 6 

It will fade away 2 

 

 

Q27: What are your thoughts about fashion brands using ‘femvertising’ in their advertising 

strategy? 

Answers Responses 

If it‘s done right (with ―real‖ people and right message) then it‘s okay 11 

Sceptical, it‘s part of CSR and just a ―selling pitch‖ to build the brand and increase sales 10 

Exploitative and hypocritical to the ideology 6 

Feeling not accurately represented and gives me guilty feeling 1 

Good and positive 27 

Women empowerment 4 

No comments, I don‘t know, depends on the audience, pros and cons 6 

They should act accordingly to what they promote 8 

Good, but they shouldn't ignore the fact that men also should be equal to women 1 

Good, because ads can shape the way people are thinking, etc. 7 

It‘s an old and annoying strategy, why can‘t it just be about clothes? 2 
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Q28: What do you think is the outcome of ‘femvertising’? 

Answers Responses 

In the end, it‘s still just a selling pitch - selling clothes, expanding market, etc... A trend 10 

Spreading message and influence 11 

These ads do not have any impact in the real world 2 

Hopefully, it will be empowering women 10 

Positive impact 8 

Can create changes in society/Changing gender roles and impact on equality 23 

Create conversation 7 

I don‘t know 3 

Might create an imbalance, keeping it neutral is the best 3 

Both good and bad 2 

It will fade away at some point or become a cliché 4 
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