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Sex In Advertising

Sex in advertising or sex sells is the use of sexual or erotic imagery (also called "sex appeal”) in
advertising to draw interest to a particular product, for purpose of sale. A feature of sex in
advertising is that the imagery used, such as that of a pretty woman, typically has no connection to
the product being advertised. The purpose of the imagery is to attract the attention of the potential
customer or user. The type of imagery that may be used is very broad, and would include nudity,
cheesecake, and beefcake, even if it is often only suggestively sexual.

History

Sex has been employed in advertising since the beginning of advertising. At the beginning, wood
carvings and illustrations of attractive women (often unclothed from the waist up) adorned posters,
signs, and ads for saloons, tonics, and tobacco. In several notable cases, sex in advertising has
been claimed as the reason for increased consumer interest and sales. In 1885, W. Duke & Sons
inserted trading cards into cigarette packs that featured sexually provocative starlets. Duke grew to
become the leading cigarette brand by 1890 (Porter, 1971). Woodbury's Facial Soap, a woman's
beauty bar, was almost discontinued in 1910. The soap's sales decline was reversed, however,
with ads containing images of romantic couples and promises of love and intimacy for those using
the brand (Account Histories, 1926). Jovan Musk Oil, introduced in 1971, was promoted with
sexual entendre and descriptions of the fragrance's sexual attraction properties. As a result,
Jovane, Inc.'s revenue grew from $1.5 million in 1971 to $77 million by 1978 (Sloan & Millman,
1979).

The use of sex in advertising can be highly overt or extremely subtle. It ranges from relatively
explicit displays of sexual acts, to the use of basic cosmetics to enhance attractive features.

Over the past two decades, the use of increasingly explicit sexual imagery in consumer-oriented
print advertising has become almost commonplace. Sexuality is considered one of the most
powerful tools of marketing and particularly advertising. Post-advertising sales response studies
have shown it can be very effective for attracting immediate interest, holding that interest, and, in
the context of that interest, introducing a product that somehow correlates with that interest.

Gallup & Robinson, an advertising and marketing research firm, has reported that in more than 50
years of testing advertising effectiveness, it has found the use of the erotic to be a significantly
above-average technique in communicating with the marketplace, "...although one of the more
dangerous for the advertiser. Weighted down with taboos and volatile attitudes, sex is a Code Red
advertising technique ... handle with care ... seller beware; all of which makes it even more
intriguing.” This research has led to the popular idea that "sex sells".

In contemporary mainstream consumer advertising (e.g., magazines, network and cable
television), sex is present in promotional messages for a wide range of branded goods. Ads feature
provocative images of well-defined women (and men) in revealing outfits and postures selling
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clothing, alcohol, beauty products, and fragrances. Advertisers such as Calvin Klein, Victoria's
Secret, and Pepsi use these images to cultivate a ubiquitous sex-tinged media presence. Also,
sexual information is used to promote mainstream products not traditionally associated with sex.
For example, the Dallas Opera recent reversal of declining ticket sales has been attributed to the
marketing of the more lascivious parts of its performances (Chism, 1999).

The concept

Sex in advertising builds on the premise that people are curious about sexuality and that
experience in marketing has been that sexuality sells products. From a marketing point of view,
sexuality can have biological, emotional/physical or spiritual aspects. The biological aspect of
sexuality refers to the reproductive mechanism as well as the basic biological drive that exists in all
species, which is hormonally controlled. The emotional or physical aspect of sexuality refers to the
bond that exists between individuals, and is expressed through profound feelings or physical
manifestations of emotions of love, trust, and caring. There is also a spiritual aspect of sexuality of
an individual or as a connection with others. Advertisers may and do use the various aspects of
sexuality in advertisements.

When sexuality is used in advertising, certain values and attitudes towards sex are necessarily
'sold' along with a product. In advertising terms, this is called "the concept". The message may be
that "innocence is sexy" (as used by Calvin Klein when it uses young people in provocative poses),
or that link pain and violence with sexiness and glamour (as used by Versace), or that women
enjoy being dominated, or that women come with a product (e.g. in the advertisement for
Budweiser Beer), or that the use of a certain product is naughty but legal, or that use of a certain
product will make the user more attractive to the opposite sex, and many other messages.

Historically, advertising has used women in erotic roles and poses more often than men. However,
in recent years young men have increasingly been used in a similar manner, though women
continue to be depicted in sexualized roles disproportionately. The use of female models in such
roles is believed to attract the attention of potential male customers; however, ironically, research
shows that most major purchases are made by women.

When couples are used in an advertisement, the sex-roles played by each also sends out
messages. The interaction of the couple may send out a message of relative dominance and
power, and may stereotype the roles of one or both partners. Usually the message would be very
subtle, and sometimes advertisements attract interest by changing stereotypical roles.

Criticism

Use of sexual imagery in advertising has been criticized on various grounds. Religious
Conservatives often consider it obscene. Some feminists and masculists claim it reinforces sexism
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by objectifying the individual. Increasingly, this argument has been complicated by growing use of
androgynous and homoerotic themes in marketing. Calvin Klein has been at the forefront of this
movement, having himself declared -

"Jeans are about sex. The abundance of bare flesh is the last gasp of advertisers trying to give
redundant products a new identity."

Calvin Klein's first controversial jeans advertisement was when a 15 year old Brooke Shields, in
Calvin Klein jeans, remarks -

Want to know what gets between me and my Calvin's? Nothing."

Later in 1995 Klein's advertising campaign showed teenage models in provocative poses wearing
Calvin Klein underwear and jeans. The ads were withdrawn when parents and child welfare groups
threatened to protest and Hudson stores did not want their stores associated with the ads. It was
reported that the Justice Department was investigating the ad campaign for possible violations of
federal child pornography and exploitation laws.

In recent years ads for jeans, perfumes and many other products have featured provocative
images that were designed to elicit sexual responses from as large a cross section of the
population as possible, to shock by their ambivalence, or to appeal to repressed sexual desires,
which are thought to carry a stronger emotional load. Increased tolerance, more tempered
censorship, emancipatory developments and increasing buying power of previously neglected
appreciative target groups in rich markets (mainly in the west) have led to a marked increase in the
share of attractive flesh 'on display'.
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