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INTRODUCTION

Despite decades of feminist awareness and activism, women continue to be
portrayed in advertising in a limited and sexist manner. The fact that in public
space audiences are exposed to advertising images without choice, makes the
issue a public policy concern. This book addresses a number of key research
issues relating to the portrayal of women in outdoor advertising, including:

A survey of the contemporary outdoor advertising landscape

An investigation into why outdoor advertising is a public policy concern
An exploration of why outdoor advertising is a feminist concern

An examination of the regulatory procedures relating to advertising content

This book also proposes new ways of collecting data, critiquing the contents
of a photographic dataset and presents proposals for reforming the way outdoor
advertising is regulated. This book examines the advertising images present on
billboards, in tram shelters, inside trains and displayed elsewhere in public
space. The argument put forth is that such images are in need of monitoring and
critique. The specific focus is on photographs of women contained in outdoor
advertising images displayed in Melbourne, Australia. Such presentations have
been analysed to determine whether there are any “problems” with the images
and, because the subject is being treated as a salient public policy issue,
investigate whether the system of self-regulation is to blame. The notion of a
“problem” existing in the outdoor advertising landscape is approached from a
feminist perspective where the problem is defined as sexism using the definition
offered by American advertising self-regulation expert Jean Boddewyn:

sexism concerns distinctions which diminish or demean one sex in comparison
with the other... Sexual objectification (or reification) refers to using women
(mostly) as decorative or attention-getting objects, with little or no relevance to
the product advertised (Boddewyn, 1991, p. 26).

An initial examination of the contemporary outdoor advertising landscape
reveals that there are far more women than men portrayed. This reality suggests
that sexist portrayals of women are a particular concern because the chances of
such portrayals existing dramatically increase amidst the collection of hundreds
of images of women on display. The frequent display of these images ensures
audience exposure and therefore any potential negative consequences relating to
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exposure exacerbate, given the broad reach of images. Feminist literature and
activism provide the next level of justification for the pursuit of research in this
area: while feminists have held longstanding concerns about the portrayal of
women in advertising dating back to the 1960s (Friedan, 1963), the
contemporary advertising landscape indicates that very little headway has been
made. This reality is eloquently described by American advertising
commentator Bob Garfield in relation to commercials broadcast during the 1999
U.S. Superbowl: “[i]t’s as if Madison Avenue sneaked into the nation’s psyche
and absconded with 30 years of feminist awareness” (Garfield, 1999, p. 1).

The research conducted for this book is unique in that, unlike much research
on advertising and media portrayals of women, this work takes a multi-
disciplinary and holistic approach. This research draws from disciplines
including political science, public administration, marketing, geography,
architecture, psychology, sociology, criminology, law and cultural studies to
analyse the large body of outdoor advertising collected. Selected images from
this data collection are displayed and referred to throughout this book.

This book will make four key contributions to discussions surrounding
women’s portrayals in advertising:

Wayfinding methodology applied to an outdoor advertising data collection

The dataset for this book is a collection of photographs of 177 outdoor
advertisements. These images were collected in 2003 through a data collection
method related to the geography discourse of “wayfinding” (Lawton et al, 1996;
Schmitz, 1997; Schmitz, 1999; Harrell et al, 2002; Lawton et al, 2002).
Wayfinding is the study of the decisions a person makes regarding travel. Using
the personal journey as a starting point, the data collection methodology devised
resulted in the photographing of all outdoor advertisements passed during my
daily commuting to and from my place of employment. As noted, wayfinding is
a geographic study and therefore collecting media data in this way is a new
offering of this book. The personal nature of this methodology is specifically
important because of the “captive audience” issues that are explored, whereby
on a daily basis I became part of a captive audience to images I did not choose
to view. This illustrates the experience all commuters have with these images.

Collection and analysis of an outdoor advertising dataset

While “content analysis” is the standard method by which advertising is
analysed (Budd et al, 1967; Kassarjian, 1977; Graham et al, 1993; Pratt & Pratt,
1995; Leiss et al, 1996; Furnham et al, 1997; Brotherton & Huhmann, 1997;
Lynn et al, 2002; Uray & Burnaz, 2003), existing research uses television,
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magazine and radio advertisements to constitute datasets and not outdoor
advertisements: in fact, content analyses of outdoor advertising have not
previously been conducted. A content analysis of 177 outdoor advertisements is
a significant contribution this book makes to the study of women’s portrayals in
advertising.

Sexist outdoor advertising approached as an issue of sexual harassment

This book considers public space to be a public good (Considine, 1994) and
thus something of public policy concern. The display of sexist advertising
material in public space is a public policy issue because space users are exposed
to images they did not solicit, without ability to avoid it. The fact that sexist
outdoor advertisements, which in many cases bear strong semblance to pin-ups,
are permitted in public space but would be completely prohibited in a workplace
because of sexual harassment legislation, reflects a troublesome double
standard. Understanding sexist advertising as a form of sexual harassment is an
important new framework this book offers to understand, critique and condemn
problematic advertising images.

Policy responses to prevent the display of sexist advertisements

In order to make policy recommendations, existing policies need to be
surveyed. In this book, the policy instrument of advertising control employed in
Australia, the Advertising Standards Board (ASB), is analysed in an attempt to
ascertain where problems lie that facilitate the display of sexist advertisements.
Such an analysis is also being conducted to identify avenues for policy
improvement. The book concludes with a series of incremental policy responses
designed to empower the ASB to prevent sexist imagery, thus avoiding the
negative consequences that ensue from their display.

Tackling sexist outdoor advertising as a public policy issue is a new way of
thinking about a well-established problem. Public policy academics Peter
Bridgman and Glyn Davis in their highly influential Australian Policy
Handbook, crafted the “Australian policy cycle” which is a model for
understanding the process of policy development. The authors describe this
cycle as “assist[ing] systematic thinking, even if many different types of policy
cycle are conceivable” (Bridgman & Davis, 2000, p. 24). Their cycle “begins”
with the identification of issues and moves through to policy analysis, policy
instruments, consultation, coordination, decision, implementation and
evaluation. This book is concerned with the first three steps of this cycle:
identification of issues, policy analysis and policy instruments. It should be
noted that because the model is a cycle, the “beginning” of the policy process
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may not always be at “identification of issues”. This book, however, does begin
at this point, where, through the course of empirical observations, the problem
of sexist outdoor advertising was identified. The book then moves along the
cycle to the “policy analysis” position, which, as Bridgman and Davis note, “is
designed to provide decision makers with sufficient information about the
policy problem to make an informed judgment” (Bridgman & Davis, 2000, p.
28). Policy analysis in this study is undertaken via an academic survey of the
contemporary advertising landscape achieved through the collection and
analysis of a dataset of outdoor advertisements. Policy analysis has been
conducted in this manner to gauge the magnitude of the issue identified.
Bridgman and Davis argue, “policy analysis must carry through to
recommending policy responses” (Bridgman & Davis, 2000, p. 28). The
analysis of the data collection, as well as the analysis of the operations of the
ASB, provide the context for the policy responses proposed in Chapter Eight
which have been designed to prevent the display of sexist imagery.

Research Issues
This book is designed to explore five central research issues:
A survey of the contemporary outdoor advertising landscape

For a period of approximately one year, outdoor advertisements were
photographed in Melbourne, Australia, and eventually came to constitute a
dataset of 177 images. These images were then analysed to establish the case
that there is a genuine problem with the imagery displayed. This data was
collected through a method not previously used in gender portrayals research,
and one traditionally associated with geographic studies of “wayfinding”,
whereby images passed during daily journeys were photographed.

An investigation into why outdoor advertising is a public policy concern

Previous research on women’s portrayals in advertising has tended to focus
on advertising in television and print media. The outdoor medium has been
chosen as the focal point of this book for two central reasons: the first is that the
medium has been grossly under-researched; and the second is because outdoor
advertising is the most public and unavoidable of all advertising yet is seldom
approached as an issue of public importance. Political scientist Mark Considine
in Public Policy: a Critical Approach provides a list of seven classifications that
determine whether something is an “appropriate matter for public policy”. His
first classification is that “[t]he good or service can only be provided to whole
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groups rather than individual consumers (e.g. public parks)” (Considine, 1994,
p- 28). Public space clearly meets the criteria for treatment as a public good. It
is this classification that makes it reasonable to contend that images displayed
within public space — images that “whole groups” are exposed to “rather than
individual consumers” — makes this issue an “appropriate matter for public
policy”. The fact that images are displayed to an indiscriminate audience who
have no option to avoid exposure confirms the necessity for treating sexist
advertising as a public policy problem.

The display of unavoidable images in public space is a problem highlighted
by the data collection method employed for this book: I was unable to avoid the
images I passed during my daily commuting, a predicament all public space
users share.

An exploration of why outdoor advertising is a feminist concern

“Captive audience” understandings allow for parallels to be drawn between
the ways public space users are forced into exposure to sexist images in a
manner similar to employees who might be forced to view a sexist pin-up in the
workplace: the latter being a situation which legislatively could be understood
as sexually harassing. It is from this interesting parallel that a new framework
for thinking about advertising emerges. This book proposes that many of the
sexist images currently contained in outdoor advertising are sexually harassing
to audiences in a similar manner to pin-ups in the workplace. Just as feminists
consider workplace sexual harassment as problematic and socially exclusive for
women, this book criticises sexist outdoor advertisements similarly.

An examination of regulatory procedures relating to advertising content

The Australian model of advertising “control”, the ASB, is examined as a
case study to ascertain where the shortcomings are in self-regulation which
facilitate the display of sexist advertisements. Understanding the flaws in
existing policy works to identify areas for policy response.

Using the flaws identified in the ASB model, this book concludes with a
series of policy responses designed to improve the operation of the self-
regulator, working towards the elimination of sexist advertising and the
prevention of the ensuing sexual harassment and social exclusion. These
incremental policy responses are based on “best practice” models in operation
elsewhere, for example as used by self-regulators operating in New Zealand, the
United Kingdom, Spain and Ireland.
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Book Overview

“Chapter One: Advertising and Public Space” explores the “where” of this
book in terms of an examination of the site for the display of problematic
images: public space. Captive audience issues are considered as well as those
concerning the ability for sexist advertising to gender and sexualise public
space. This chapter also contends that through the use of sexist advertising in
the outdoors, public space is rendered a masculine domain. It is proposed that
such a site may exclude women by making them feel harassed and fearful for
their sexual safety. This chapter also introduces the issue of the contribution of
outdoor advertising to the mainstreaming of pornography — i.e., through the
inclusion of pornographic references in publicly displayed advertisements, it is
contended that public acceptability of pornography is facilitated, thus further
normalising sexist images of women.

“Chapter Two: Critiques of Advertising Portrayals of Women” explores the
“how” of this book: how advertising content has been approached in previous
academic research and how advertising is examined in this book. It explores the
scope of advertising criticism as well as defence, and introduces a central thesis
of this study, that sexist outdoor advertising is a form of public sexual
harassment. Chapter Two covers issues relating to the trend for advertising
research to focus on non-outdoor material. It also explores the various angles
that advertising has been criticised, including the overtly political (e.g., Marxist
critique), as well as those grounded in issues of culture, such as the effect of
advertising on public values, including attitudes towards pornography. This
chapter examines issues pertaining to freedom of speech, as well as other
industry defences including claims relating to creative liberty. Also explored is
the friction between the feminist camps in terms of those defending sexist
images on the basis of their purported ability to grant women sexual liberties,
and the strong feminist criticisms which deem such portrayals evidence of the
continued objectification of women.

“Chapter Three: Methodology” explains how the data collection and
analysis for this book were achieved. It explains the theory, as well as the
rationale for decisions relating to the wayfinding method of data collection.
Nine hypotheses for this study, each relating to presumed trends in the
portrayals of women in outdoor advertising, are identified and their selection
explained with reference to previously undertaken academic studies.

“Chapter Four: Advertising Content: What the Data Collection Shows”
extrapolates the findings of the data collection and data analysis. Each
hypothesis is considered in relation to the data analysis and the extent to which
the findings relate to previously undertaken academic studies. Themes in the
dataset, notably that women tend to be portrayed as young, thin, white and idle,
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are also detailed.

“Chapter Five: Advertising Content: New Frameworks for Analysis” utilises
the findings of Chapter Four to further develop the theory that sexist outdoor
advertisements are sexually harassing. This chapter notes similarities between
pin-ups, which are explicitly outlawed in workplaces, and compares these
images to the contents of contemporary outdoor advertising, highlighting a
concerning public policy double standard.

“Chapter Six: Advertising Content: Negative Consequences” examines the
repercussions that exposure to the sexist advertising images outlined in Chapter
Four have been perceived to have on audiences, and society more broadly, as
established by previous research. This chapter begins with a discussion of media
effects literature, exploring the history as well as positives and shortcomings of
the theories. It details how powerful effects theory has heavily influenced public
policy as it relates to the media, and therefore is appropriate to consider in the
context of outdoor advertising, albeit while acknowledging its limitations.

“Chapter Seven: Critiquing Self-Regulation” examines advertising self-
regulation, a system which operates in most of the western world, identifying
the problems in these systems which facilitate the display of the kinds of
portrayals identified in Chapter Four. The model of self-regulation in Australia,
the ASB, will serve as a case study. Various problems with the ASB are
documented, including its low-profile, board composition problems and
regulatory capture concerns. The problems identified in this chapter form the
basis for the policy responses detailed in Chapter Eight.

“Chapter Eight: Policy Responses” presents a series of policy suggestions
designed to improve the functioning of self-regulation systems in order to limit
the display of sexist images and prevent the negative consequences that ensue
from audience forced exposure.

The Conclusion summarises how this book has explored the three steps in
the Bridgman and Davis “Australian policy cycle” (Bridgman and Davis, 2000).
The issue of sexist advertising has been identified and analysed to demonstrate
the extent of problematic portrayals and a set of policy responses has been
proposed to help eliminate sexist portrayals of women and the sexual
harassment that ensues from their display.



AAF
AANA
AAP
ABS
AO
ASA
ASAI
ASB
ASC
ASIC
BACC
CAP
DSICA
EASA
ECLG
FACTS
HREOC
n.p.
NRL
OAAA
OWP

ABBREVIATIONS

Australian Advertising Federation

Australian Association of National Advertisers
Alcohol Advertising Pre-Vetting System
Australian Bureau of Statistics

Adpvertising Observatory

Advertising Standards Authority

Advertising Standards Authority for Ireland
Adpvertising Standards Board

Adpvertising Standards Canada

Australian Securities and Investment Commission
British Advertising Clearance Centre
Committee of Advertising Practice

Distilled Spirits Industry Council of Australia
European Advertising Standards Alliance
European Consumer Law Group

Federation of Australian Television Stations
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission
no page

National Rugby League

Outdoor Advertising Association of Australia
Office of Women’s Policy



CHAPTER ONE:
ADVERTISING AND PUBLIC SPACE

Outdoor advertising presents a unique case in that unlike advertising in other
media, an individual’s capacity to avoid exposure is prevented. Unlike the
“private” world of magazine and television advertising, outdoor advertising
pervades public space, thus making regulation of the medium a pertinent public
policy concern. The inescapable nature of outdoor advertising, compounded
with the increasingly sexualised display of women within it, demands that a
public policy response occurs. This chapter draws from disciplines including
criminology, architecture and feminist geography to contend that researching
sexist portrayals of women in outdoor advertising is important. This importance
is situated in the contribution that sexist advertising may have on the social
inclusion of men and the social exclusion of women in public space. This
chapter suggests that such sexist portrayals may sexually harass women and fuel
women’s offence and perceptions of fear, thus inhibiting their equality.

Sexist advertising is by no means a contemporary phenomenon: advertising
academic Juliann Sivulka and advertising commentator Bob Garfield trace the
first use of erotic appeals back to a Woodbury’s Soap campaign from 1911
(Garfield, 2003; Sivulka, 2003). Indian author Indra Sinha claims,
“[a]dvertising is the second oldest profession and it arose directly out of the
needs of the oldest” — i.e., prostitution (in Aitchison, 1999, p. 8). Sinha’s
comment notes the long history of advertising, but more importantly, discloses
the well-established relationship between the commodification of female
sexuality and the marketing process. As Garfield explains:

[t]here is scarcely a category in all of advertising... that hasn’t invoked sexual
imagery, sexual situations, or just basic sex appeal (Garfield, 2003, p. 63).

Feminist criticism of advertising peaked in the early 1960s when Betty
Friedan bemoaned the limited and sexualised advertising portrayals of women
in The Feminine Mystique (Friedan, 1963). Despite over forty years of feminist
awareness, not only does sexist advertising still exist, but, as proposed in this
chapter, the situation has worsened. Despite research indicating that the
effectiveness of highly sexualised advertisements (in terms of increased product
sales) is debatable (Dolliver, 1999; Fetto, 2001), along with research claiming
that it would make good business sense for agencies to avoid highly sexualised
depictions (Courtney & Whipple, 1983; Bartos, 1989), the frequency of overt
sexual appeals in advertising has actually increased in recent years (Ford et al,
1999; Lang et al, 2003). As is shortly discussed, advertisers are routinely
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treading a very fine line between what advertisers would call “sexual appeals”
(Lin, 1998; Reichert, 2003) and what feminists consider pornography, so often
in fact, that protest now seems anachronistic (Castles, 2003; Marriot, 2003).
This book suggests that in order to resolve problems present in contemporary
outdoor advertising, the kinds of imagery on display need to be documented and
new policy strategies developed to reduce the existence of sexist imagery, for
the reasons articulated throughout this book.

Unlike advertising in other media such as magazines or television, an
individual’s ability to avoid exposure to outdoor advertising is prevented due to
the public nature of the displays. Considering that women feature far more
frequently than men in outdoor advertising and that their presentation routinely
focuses on their appearance over and above the product advertised,
compounded with the fact that their display conforms to a very narrow aesthetic,
it is contended that female users of public space come to be excluded through
their exposure to such images. In the same way that pin-ups function in the
workplace, such social exclusion stems from highly sexualised imagery - in
many cases exhibiting strong references to pornography - reminding women of
their inequality and sexual vulnerability which may make them fearful for their
safety. Such sexist advertising works to make public space a socially inclusive
space for men where women are used as decoration in a way that sexually
objectifies them and may offend and harass them, thus contributing to their
inequality and social exclusion.

Sexualised Imagery

The Executive Director of the Australian Advertising Federation (AAF),
Lesley Brydon, in 2001 claimed that advertising is sometimes unfairly singled
out for its “racy executions, which were often within the boundaries of what was
acceptable in other media”. According to Brydon:

the sexually explicit nature of material that we see on television, in movies, on
the Internet, in magazines, frankly makes advertising look downright
conservative (in Bawden, 2001, n.p.).

“Conservative” is ultimately a subjective assessment, but as Chapter Four
explores, pretending that the sexualised content of outdoor advertising is
markedly different from the content (for example) of magazines is naive.
Despite the lack of formal research on outdoor advertising, there exists much
research on advertising in other media. Such research informs that women are
portrayed more frequently and more sexually than men (Soley & Reid, 1988;
Lin, 1998; Reichert et al, 1999; Murnen et al, 2003; Reichert, 2003; Rouner et
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al, 2003; Varney, 2003). Given that these studies
focus on non-outdoor advertising, their usefulness ]
may appear limited. It is however, important to note 3 S

that nowadays there is extensive crossover between frﬁ}, in Chocolate
the content of magazine advertising and the content of Tuftle #@EVER”' i
outdoor advertising, thus increasing the relevance of B
non-outdoor research on a study of outdoor
advertising. This idea is typified by the marketing
strategies employed by corporations who routinely
use multiple media as part of their campaigns. This
strategy can be witnessed in the marketing techniques

employed by companies including Kellogg’s, Picture 1
Baccardi, Budweiser, P&0O and Country Road (Author’s Data Collection
(Country Road reminder, 2003; New look for bud 2003)

light, 2003; P&O to spent $4m seeking wider market, 2004; Apple infusion,
2005; Advertising targets mums, teens and tweens, 2005). Specific outdoor
advertisements from my data collection have also featured in other non-outdoor
mediums, notably fashion magazines: e.g. advertisements for Chanel (Picture
2), Dior (Picture 3), Jean-Paul Gaultier (Picture 4), Revlon (Picture 5), Estée
Lauder (Picture 6) and Jennifer Lopez fragrance (Picture 41). Similarly, a series
of outdoor advertisements for Harpers Bazaar magazine reproduced
throughout this book again demonstrates this crossover, where the magazine
was marketed using fashion advertisement pages taken directly from issues of
the magazine (Pictures 7- 19, 29 and 112).

Concerns raised about print advertisements may find themselves discredited
because it could be argued that choice for the consumer exists in the purchase
of the magazine, which in essence include the choice of exposure to all contents,
including advertisements. Such choice does not exist in outdoor advertising. By
engaging in normal daily activities, a person is forced into exposure to images
that they did not choose to see. Therefore, when advertisements that appear in a
medium like magazines are then displayed on billboards, concerns raised in
research on advertising in media such as magazines become applicable to the
analysis of outdoor advertisements.

A Nestlé billboard campaign appearing in my data collection, advertised
Heaven-brand ice-cream using naked women submerged in ice creams (Pictures
1 and 20). Social scientist Wendy Varney, in a rare example of outdoor
advertising political commentary, discusses this campaign, suggesting that not
only are the appeal of the ice-cream and the woman being exploited, but also the
consumption of both:

The women are there for the taking if/when the ice-cream melts or is consumed
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