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2020 has been a year of 
significant social challenge 
and change, from the 
COVID-19 pandemic to the 
rise of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, both of which 
have revealed persistent 
unevenness in terms of 
gender equality. 

The topic of gender is 
unescapable in pop culture, 
as we celebrate Star Trek’s 
announcement of their first 
gender-fluid character, while 
author JK Rowling has been 
caught in a media storm 
following her controversial 
comments on transgender 
people. Paying attention to 
these evolving discussions 
around gender presents 
an opportunity to better 
understand the current, and 
future, relevance of gender 
representation in society.

The last eight decades 
have borne witness to 
a great deal of change 
in cultural conceptions 
of gender and gendered 
behaviours. Traditional binary 
constructions of masculinity 
and femininity are 
increasingly problematised, 
while issues surrounding 
gender inequalities and 
exploitative behaviour 
remain the subject of debate. 
As we enter the third decade 
of the 21st century, we find 
ourselves once again at a 
pivotal moment of social 
evolution.

It has never been more 
vital for brands and their 
guardians to remain informed 
of, and engage with, these 
developments.

GENDER: 
WHY NOW?

The representation of gender, and debate 
surrounding it, has never before been more 
present in public consciousness – or more 
complicated.

BEYOND BINARY
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Pre-existing conditioning is real; our minds are shaped by narratives 
of gender across the decades. How are these perceptions shifting 
and what is the role for brands in this evolving story?

How can brands respond to shifts in the cultural meaning of gender, 
and communicate gender in an inclusive and relevant way going 
forward?

The move from gender as a binary concept between ‘masculine’ and 
‘feminine’, to gender as a flexible construct and series of choices is 
well under way. Why is this shift happening now, and how can brands 
respond to these new codes of gender fluidity? 

THREE THEMES FOR 
BRANDS TO CONSIDER 
IN THE CURRENT 
EVOLUTION OF GENDER:

GENDER IS A STORY

CULTURAL CONTEXT 
MATTERS

SHE/HE/THEY/ZE

HOW WE’VE 
APPROACHED 
GENDER

• Gender is a vast and complicated 
topic. This paper focuses on the UK, 
but we reference other markets given 
the globally-connected nature of mass 
culture.

• The whitepaper is a collaboration 
between leading cultural insight 
agency Sign Salad, the UK’s largest 
independent media agency the7stars, 
and groundbreaking neuromarketing 
agency, Neuro Insight UK. 

• The team who produced this paper 
are diverse in terms of genders, 
ages, backgrounds and ethnicities.  
Nonetheless, we acknowledge that 
we all carry inherent biases in our 
engagements with gender – whether 
consciously or unconsciously. 
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GENDER PERCEPTIONS ARE 
SUBSCONSCIOUSLY PRE-
CONDITIONED - BUT CAN 
BE RE-CONDITIONED

Since the quest for social change, consciousness around 
gender stereotyping in society, the media and advertising 
has grown. 

This has been galvanised in recent 
years by the #metoo movement 
and the power imbalances it 
exposed. The struggle for gender 
equality brought discussions 
around gender identity to the fore.

Studying the subconscious helps 
us understand how generations of 
ritualised conditioning, and displays 
of masculinity and femininity, 
cemented perceived gender 
differences and the dynamics in 
our brains. 

• People respond well to stories, particularly ones that fit 
within our context and previous experiences. This can 
however lead to the reinforcement of gender stereotypes 
that align with pre-existing stories in our brains.

• Challenging norms by confronting gendered narratives drives 
engagement, and can help powerfully shift stereotyped 
perceptions, and put brands at the forefront of change.

• Brands can tell stories that are relevant to their audiences’ 
lived experiences, concerns, and desires.
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CONDITIONING HAPPENS 
THROUGH POWERFUL 
STORYTELLING 

Understanding ingrained 
human behaviours is complex, 
and understanding the pre-
conditioned brain even more so. 

However, unpicking subconscious 
perceptions is critical to effectively 
represent consumers’ and culture’s view of 
gender. 

Gendered stereotyping has long been 
central to advertising. In the second half 
of the 20th century, the central narrative 
shifted focus from the domesticated 
oppression of the female housewife of 
the 50s and 60s, to overt sexualisation 
in the 70s and 80s. In addition, brands 
often used gender as a positioning tool, 
consciously marketing their values as 
‘feminine’ (nurturing, maternal, soft) or 
‘masculine’ (independent, bold, strong). 
These stereotypes take time to undo 
and require nuanced understandings of 
consumer behaviour. 

More recently, brands have been through 
a period of limbo and transition, as they 
adapt to, embrace and reflect a more 
inclusive era. In 2017, Cover Girl made Maye 
Musk their spokesperson, the first older 
model at age 69, represented in the beauty 
brand’s history. In 2018, ghd launched 
their campaign ‘Long live the Queens’ in 
which transgender models showcased 
their premium hair styling tools. By 2020, 
Starbucks in the UK gave representation 
and support to transgender people, with a 
powerful ad depicting a transgender person 
being called by their assigned name. 

Our brains use stories to help 
make sense of the world around us. 
Specifically:

• Our brains build by association. 
They look for stories and narratives 
that are new, interesting and 
emotionally arousing.

• Our brains are selective.                 
They choose to encode some of the 
information from these stories into 
our long-term memory, which drives 
future actions and decision-making. 

• Personal relevance is a 
driver of what our brains 
choose to put into memory.                                                          
If our brains are conditioned 
with a certain narrative, this can 
create a sense of relevance, and 
this narrative can therefore be 
reinforced over time.
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In an age often dominated 
by social media discussion 
(and the controversies of 
#cancelculture), this can be 
detrimental to brand image. 

Protein World’s ‘Are you 
Beach Body Ready?’ 
campaign on the London 
Underground implied women 
needed to modify their 
bodies to a certain standard 
in order to ‘qualify’ for 
showing skin on the beach. 
Social listening around 
the objectifying poster 
ad registered a negative 
sentiment of -14%, showing 
how dated the sentiment 
is to modern social media 
users (Brandwatch).

It’s important to note 
that alongside these 
overt stereotypes, brands 
can reinforce gender 
stereotyping in less 
conscious ways. In 2017, 
Aptamil drew criticism for 
their campaign showcasing 
a baby girl growing up as a 
ballerina, whilst the baby 
boys grew up to take on 
careers in academia or rock 
climbing. Interestingly, in 
neuro research, the impact 
on the subconscious was 
not negative - and the ad 
only netted a -2% negative 
sentiment (Brandwatch). 
Why? Because of pre-
existing conditioning; the 
narratives fit with decades 
of normalised ideas of 
gendered aspirations, making 
the narrative seem less 
offensive. 

Over the past decade, some brands stepped 
forward while others made mistakes.  

HOW DOES THE 
SUBCONSCIOUS 
INTERPRET GENDERED 
ADVERTISING?

Aptimal, Their Future Starts Today Campaign 2017

Protein World, Beach Body Ready Campaign Society is now making a 
more conscious effort to 
move away from conditioned 
gender roles, with regulations 
adapting accordingly. In 2019, 
the Advertising Standards 
Authority introduced new 
rules in the advertising 
code, applying to broadcast 
and non-broadcast media 
stating: “Advertisements 
must not include gender 
stereotypes that are likely 
to cause harm, or serious 
or widespread offence.” 
Volkswagen, Mondelez, and 
PeoplePerHour have already 
fallen foul of the regulations 
and had ads banned.

This change came following 
a review of ads which 
found evidence suggesting 
that harmful stereotypes 
can “restrict the choices, 
aspirations and opportunities 
of children, young people and 
adults and these stereotypes 
can be reinforced by some 
advertising, which plays 
a part in unequal gender 
outcomes”.
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GILLETTE

Gillette’s ‘The Best A Man Can Be’ ad (2019) 
tackled the subject of toxic masculinity head on. 

Gillette’s The Best Men Can Be advert 2019

Reappraising the brand’s 30-year old tagline “the best a 
man can get”, the campaign explored masculine behaviours 
both toxic and destructive - men objectifying, harassing and 
belittling women; teenage bullying; the archetypal ‘man with 
grill’ proclaiming that ‘boys will be boys’ as kids playfight.  
The ad juxtaposes these behaviors with those men who 
took a stand against them, representing a more considerate, 
emotionally attuned, diverse definition of what masculinity 
can mean, particularly in light of the #metoo era.

Despite being overtly targeted at men, the ad elicited 
considerably stronger memory and engagement responses 
amongst women, suggesting they identified with the issues 
explored in the ad more than men did.

When content is intended to be emotionally hard-hitting, 
neuro research shows that among certain audiences there 
can be low levels of engagement coupled with a positive 
emotional response. This is a sign of empathy, not relevance. 
This is how we saw men responding to Gilette in tests – they 
don’t personally relate to the idea of toxic masculinity, tending 
to think more along the lines of ‘that guy isn’t me’. Women 
viewers, on the other hand, both relate to what they’re seeing 
and go on the intended emotional journey of the ad (i.e. the 
more negative emotional response), as the subject of the 
narrative has a real-world impact on them. It’s always possible 
differences in the execution of the strategy could have driven 
perceived relevance for men, as well as women viewers.  

Girls, Girls, Girls

The 2020 long-form content for Girls, Girls, 
Girls magazine generated social furore.

The campaign, narrated by Cynthia Nixon, starkly 
vocalised truths around how females are instructed to 
behave, look and feel. The everyday relevance of this 
topic (and the vocal instructions repeated in the ad: 
“Lift your face. Cover your scars. Bleach this, bleach 
that.”), meant that women’s subconscious brand 
response was more marked, and engaged (fig 1).

Subconscious brain response showed that men’s 
brains didn’t deem the ad as relevant, and therefore 
the information wasn’t necessary to encode into 
memory. The strength of emotional response shown 
by men was also lower. Conversely, levels of personal 
relevance increased for women, as did the strength of 
emotion – showing its importance to their life context 
and deeming it meaningful enough to encode and store 
in long-term memory.

Representing gender doesn’t have to mean conforming 
to people’s pre-conditioned narratives. If the content is 
relevant to your audience’s lived, everyday experience, 
it will achieve more subconscious engagement and 
memorability, driving future action. 

IMPLICATIONS 
FOR BRANDS: 

Addressing the gender 
discourse can illicit 
deep-rooted, meaningful 
emotions. Entering the 
conversation provides an 
opportunity for brands to 
show their understanding 
of audiences’ personal 
experiences. Using that 

insight to create new 
subconscious narratives 
(rather than reinforcing 
gender stereotypes) 
puts brave brands at 
the forefront of evolving 
societal understandings 
of identity.    

Girls, Girls, Girls

Gillette’s The Best Men Can Be advert 2019

fig. 1

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=koPmuEyP3a0&ab_channel=Gillette
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fZPabO7fY-U&ab_channel=opm.london
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COMMUNICATING GENDER WITH 
ENGAGEMENT AND EMPATHY

Social and cultural constructions of gender are constantly evolving. 
From the 20th century through to today, much of this evolution has seen 
dominant culture in tension with counter-cultural expressions of gender. 

A dominant culture is one that is the norm 
for society, and has taken hold across 
multiple social values and customs. 
Counter culture is defined as a subculture 
in opposition to the codes of the currently 
dominant and mainstream.

Accounts of the historical narrative of 
gender are predominantly written by 
academics from a white, middle class point 

of view - this had a fundamental impact on 
how gender was reported and written into 
history. 

To connect with contemporary consumers, 
brands must not only demonstrate that 
they know their audiences and authentically 
represent them, but also that they 
understand both dominant and emerging 
culture as a whole.

• Gender equality is an intersectional issue. Beyond depicting equality 
between men and women, it’s about giving attention and space to all 
marginalised groups and underrepresented issues. 

•  Humour can be used to connect with consumers, provided it’s 
handled sensitively, and is in touch with audiences’ contemporary 
experiences and aspirations. Humour should challenge clichés, rather 
than reinforce them.

• Brands should be real about the body, and the challenges that come 
with it – emergent gender representation dispels myths and taboo, 
creating a safe space for sharing everyday struggles.
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During the last decade, advertisers have 
become especially aware of the need to 
promote fair, even representations of 
gender. 

GENDER IS AN 
INTERSECTIONAL 
ISSUE

IMPLICATIONS 
FOR BRANDS: 

Representing men and 
women as equals is a 
baseline expectation.

To really resonate with consumers 
- especially Gen Z - brands must 
understand how gender intersects 
with the need to give equal 
representation to marginalised 
groups, voices, and causes. 

This shift intersects with 
other movements that 
strive for more accurate 
portrayals of communities 
and identities, such as 
ageism, sexuality, race, 
body image and mental 
health.

In 2020, awareness of 
intersectionality was 
dramatically spotlighted 
by Black Lives Matter and 
Covid-19: both highlighted 
the ongoing, negative 
impact of adverse events 
on women and people 
of colour. More than any 
generation before them, 
Gen Z are constantly 
online and self-informed 
- educating themselves 
on the connections 
between climate change 
and social injustice, 
sexual harassment 
and socio-economic 

structures. Brands seeking 
to represent gender in 
an emergent, resonant 
way need to be in touch 
with this more holistic 
approach to power 
imbalances, of which 
gender is one among 
many. 

Cosmetics and skincare 
brand Glossier, for 
instance, has shown a 
commitment to both 
racial and gender diversity 
in their marketing, 
hiring policies, and 
recent actions as part 
of #BLM. Glossier used 
their position of power 
to commit $500k in 
grants to black-owned 
beauty businesses and 
entrepreneurs. This 
sits within their wider 
commitment to building 
an inclusive community.
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It ’s not that women don’t like ads 
that explore gender bias via humour, 
but that the female subconscious 
does not typically perceive “funny” 
narratives of gender to be as relevant, 
and thus less likely to resonate. This 
suggests brands must work harder to 
use comedy genres and situations in 
their advertising that resonate with 
women.

The ‘Smell Like a Man, Man’ campaign 
for Old Spice played on the archetypal 
alpha male, and the promises of 
conventional advertising to unlock 
those alpha traits – strength, 
nonchalance, adventurousness and 
handsome looks. However, with 
Procter & Gamble data revealing that 
their body wash was mostly bought 
by women, not men, the campaign 
revived the brand by having fun 
with notions of masculinity, and a 
humorous tone that specifically 
appealed to a female target audience. 

When it comes to gender roles, 
humour is inseparable from the 
cultural context in which it sits, and 
should be in touch with the current 
climate of gender more broadly. 

As male and female brains have 
been pre-conditioned differently by 
dominant culture, what they perceive 
to be relevant differs. With humour 
based on our ability to recognise 
a narrative, and to perceive this 
narrative to be relevant to them, male 
and females respond differently to 
humorous ads. As such, it ’s important 
to understand the impact of the 
context in which comedy is received 

for both females and males. As target 
audiences and decision makers 
become less binary in dominant 
culture, use of humour will need to 
evolve. 

When testing a range of creatives 
portraying gender stereotypes in a 
humorous way, male neuro-responses 
are consistently more positive than 
those of females (fig. 2)

Humour is a proven mechanism to challenge gender 
stereotypes and engage consumers in an effective way. 

HUMOUR IS 
EFFECTIVE, BUT MUST 
BE IN TOUCH WITH 
LIVED EXPERIENCES 
AND PERCEPTIONS 

IMPLICATIONS 
FOR BRANDS: 

There is an opportunity for brands to 
depict gender in humorous ways to 
facilitate memorability and recall. 

This should be handled sensitively: aiming to undo 
clichés, and acknowledging that male and female 
demographics have different responses to humour 
based on their previous experiences. 

1.00

Average levels of response to ads featuring humous

Approach/Withdrawal Approach/Withdrawal Approach/Withdrawal

0.80

0.60

0.40

0.20
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0.69

+25% +46% +48%

0.49

0.71

0.48

0.71

fig.2
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In men’s personal care, too, brands such 
as Hims are addressing once-taboo 
topics such as erectile dysfunction 
and hair loss directly – not only without 
stigma, but also without implying that 
bodily improvement is demanded 
by the gaze of the opposite sex. The 
language is direct and candid, while the 
imagery in their comms is open, clean 
and streamlined – implying the process 
of self-care is equally pressure-free.

BEYOND BINARY

THE BODY ISN’T 
A TABOO

20

There was a time when no advert for tampons would really 
discuss menstruation - blood always took a metaphorical 
form. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR BRANDS: 

Communicating empathy and ease are key to breaking down 
bodily taboos for both genders. 

For feminine hygiene brands, the signifiers of women’s empowerment make 
sense - they are laudable and exemplary, but given their category, arguably 
expected by 2020 and beyond. What about brands that don’t have such an 
explicit connection to gendered taboo? Are brands in other categories living 
up to the new standards and opportunities for gender representation?

Hims 2020 campaign

Tampax: Tampons & Tea advert 2020

Period blood was typically 
represented as a blue liquid, 
poured from a beaker onto a white 
pad, rendering the process as a 
clinical, cold and scientific one. 
Bodyform’s ‘Womb Stories’ ad, July 
2020, marks an end to that era. 

The campaign confronts the joy 
and pain that comes with having a 
womb – endometriosis, trying for 
a baby, menopause, and more, 
without euphemisms or shame. In 
so doing, the campaign creates a 
platform from which people can 
feel comfortable talking about 
the issues they face, rather than 
having to hide their bodies away or 
conform to the gender stereotypes 
of the 20th century previously 
discussed: women’s bodies as 
harmless objects to be consumed.

In a move that many see as a 
reminder that women’s bodies are 
still associated with shame, the ASA 
in Ireland banned the July Tampax 
advert, citing “general offence”. The 
ban followed complaints about the 
use of supposedly vulgar language - 
in particular the line: “you gotta get 
them up there girls”. 

The implication that periods are 
taboo has caused outrage on social 
media, with several Irish female 
celebrities calling out the absurdity 
of menstruation being offensive, 
generating a net sentiment of -45% 
on Twitter. (Brandwatch, 2020)

In neuro research, brain response 
while watching gives no indication 
that this is in fact a taboo subject. 
Studies showed that female brains 
find the Tampax ad’s information 
useful enough to encode into 
memory, albeit beside a negative 
emotion - because frankly, periods 
are unpleasant for many women, 
but a necessary part of their lives. 
Men, too, do not seem to deem this 
strapline as offensive or taboo - 
they enjoy the humorous tone, but 
as expected, did not encode this 
into memory. The results suggest 
the use of humour is enjoyable for 
men, whilst the essential nature of 
the information is useful for women 
(fig.3).

fig.3
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Brands that are conscious 
of how their representation 
of gender is interpreted and 
connects will futureproof 
themselves in this ever-
changing culture.    

Both dominant and emergent 
social conventions within 
gender representation have 
the ability to help brands 
connect - it ’s all about 
knowing your consumers’ 
current context, and applying 
relevant signs and brand 
behaviours.

Consciously or not, all adverts that feature 
people contain a stance on gender. 

FINDING YOUR 
CULTURAL CONTEXT
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GENDER IS MOVING 
FROM A BINARY ‘FITTING 
IN’ VS ‘STANDING OUT’, 
TO A FLUID SPECTRUM

Gender has long been culturally and socially constructed 
as a binary between male/masculine and female/
feminine. 

Throughout the 20th century, 
exceptions were still framed 
in relation to two fixed ideas 
of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ 
attributes. Even when it came 
to androgyny, the 1990s saw 
a narrow aesthetic norm of 
androgynous looks (as seen in 
Elastica’s Justine Frischmann, or 
Suede’s Brett Anderson). 

Today, however, consideration 
and representation are 
increasingly granted to the 
visibly gender non-conforming. 
In July 2020, a report published 
in the Journal of Media Law, 

‘Gender portrayals in advertising: 
stereotypes, inclusive marketing 
and regulation’, called on the 
ASA to review its principles 
to “reflect modern attitudes 
to gender fluidity”. The report 
stated that the current guidelines 
are one-dimensional and do 
not adequately represent the 
multifaceted manifestations of 
gender in society.

Brands can adapt to this shift by 
understanding the cultural and 
behavioural implications, and 
finding ways to better represent 
the gender spectrum.

24

• The binary between male/female, masculine/
feminine, is becoming less relevant. 
Communicating inclusivity is more important 
than communicating exclusivity, and helps 
brands build a community with consumers. 

• The move away from gender binaries must be 
understood in the context of a deeper shift 
away from simplified binaries more broadly, 
accounting for a more expansive, fluid and 
flexible definition of identity. 

• Brands have an opportunity to lead through 
both understanding , and representing the 
gender spectrum.
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Gen Z, in particular, are far less reliant on gendered 
signifiers than previous generations. They define 
success according to different milestones, and as 
such, pick and choose their identities in a more 
modular fashion - only 16% agree that their gender is 
a big part of their identity.  And in fact, the majority 
- 75% of Gen Z - agree that their generation is 
more likely to view gender as a fluid spectrum than 
previous generations (the7stars Lightbox Pulse).

Masculinities – an exhibition at the Barbican in 
London - explored the ritualistic conditioning 
of ‘male’ behaviours and social codes, and the 
restrictive, destructive impact these can have. 
Dazed Beauty launched #BehindtheMasc, a 
campaign exploring different conceptions of 
masculinity globally – notably exploring the role of 
mental health taboos and beauty standards for men 
- further revealing the ways gender can’t be put into 
two boxes or polarities. 

Still, the binary opposition of male and female 
persists in mainstream consumer culture, even when 
some brands move into a more progressive space. 
Earlier this year, John Lewis Oxford Street launched 
a pop-up makeup counter for men. Although 
certainly an evolution in terms of traditional norms, 
the designation of products as exclusively for 
males continues to conform to traditional binaries 
and borders between the genders. Brands can 
communicate gender fluidity by remembering that 
inclusivity is more important than exclusivity.

With the expanding forum for self-
expression globally and locally, gender is 
losing its once central relevance as a way 
to define and affirm identity. 

26

A binary approach to gender in Western cultures formed the 
underpinning of a patriarchal model of ‘success’. 

of Gen Z are more likely to believe 
in gender fluidity than previous 

generations

The traditional nuclear family model 
comes with gendered milestones – 
defined according to a man’s career 
path and wage-earning, by contrast 
to a woman’s achievements at home 
and in family life. In a society where 
men predominated in positions of 
power, attributes such as courage 
and independence came to be 
associated with ‘masculinity’ – while 
characteristics associated with 
emotional sensitivity and decorative 
embellishment came to be associated 
with ‘femininity’. The embodiment of 
these differences in advertising needs 
no introduction.

Cultural and demographic changes 
have a symbiotic impact on gender 
perceptions. Studies show that women 
across the globe are having fewer 
children than ever before. This will 
continue to inform cultural depictions 
of ‘womanhood’, moving away from 
maternal archetypes. In Fleabag, 
Phoebe Waller-Bridge’s anti-hero 
represents a vastly different character 
and set of aspirations to Sex and 
the City’s Carrie Bradshaw, whose 
narrative is driven by the pursuit of 
marriage and conventionally feminine 
signifiers.

WHY HAS GENDER BEEN 
BINARY, AND WHY IS THIS 
CHANGING?
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GENDER IN THE CONTEXT 
OF WIDER CULTURAL SHIFTS

29

It’s important to note the differences between non-binary 
and genderqueer fluidity.  

These terms can mean different things to different 
consumers based on their personal experiences 
and cultural contexts; understanding how your 
demographic perceives and expresses them is key. 
Broadly, genderqueer fluidity still uses the concept 
of gender. Queerness is a reclaimed derogatory 
term, with origins in activism and resistance. 
Gender-queering might be about selectively 
leveraging, reworking, or fluctuating between 
conventional cues associated with male-ness or 
female-ness.

When it comes to non-binary, the etymology of 
‘binary’ is focused on being a set of two; a pairing of 
genders, male and female. Non-binary resists this 
model of adherence to two ways of being. 
Crucially, this is not a gender-specific argument or 
shift. Across categories and contexts, we’re seeing 
a move towards a less exclusive, less permanent 
definition of identity - not just when it comes to 
gender. The move away from ‘fitting in vs standing 
out’, and from ‘female vs male’, can be viewed as a 
move away from binaries in general.

@Tanner Abel

IMPLICATIONS FOR BRANDS: 

For brands to break down the gender binary and find their place on the 
spectrum, they must be attentive to the wider binary systems through which 
culture and society are organized. 

Consumers increasingly see the world in less binary terms, and more as a complex system in 
which they can choose and change their own path and identity. Gender is a vital part of that, but 
brands need to reflect this wider move towards self-definition and fluidity across categories and 
spheres to meaningfully connect. 

When it comes to the binaries of life – good and 
evil, masculine and feminine, reality and fantasy 

– I’ve learned the truth rarely matches up with 
such binary extremes; it’s much more likely to be 

found somewhere in between.

SASHA VELOUR
DRAG QUEEN AND ARTIST
ANOTHER MAGAZINE, MARCH 2020
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 An ever-increasing range of brands are acknowledging this 
cultural shift towards gender as a flexible construct. 

Clothing and lifestyle brand The Phluid 
Project offers products for all genders, 
ages, ethnicities and backgrounds, 
asserting that “gender-free shopping is a 
movement, not a trend”. In 2019, Mattel, 
the company behind the conventionally 
and controversially gendered Barbie 
doll, introduced its ‘Creatable World’ 
range. Featuring a wide range of skin 

colours and hair textures, the dolls 
come with mix-and-match clothes and 
accessories that allow kids to embrace 
a range of gender presentations. Whilst 
still a range in its infancy, Creatable 
World demonstrates that established 
multinational brands can engage 
with emergent gender narratives in a 
substantive and credible fashion.

THERE’S AN OPPORTUNITY 
TO REPRESENT AN INCLUSIVE 
SPECTRUM

Pokémon Go introduced its first non-
binary character in 2019.  ‘Blanche’ 
is referred to using the singular ‘their’ 
pronoun, thereby bringing awareness 
and inclusion to a broad range of gaming 
fans through the popular Nintendo 
franchise. 

Fenty Skin, Rihanna’s skincare line, 
launched a Summer 2020 campaign 
with a video featuring A$AP Rocky and 
Lil Nas X. While Rihanna used Twitter 

to address those who had assumed 
skincare was just for women, the video 
itself builds on the Fenty brand’s 
ongoing premise of inclusivity as a given 
– not a brand pledge to shout about, 
but simply an inherent truth. Emergent 
brands avoid being self-congratulatory 
about their gender inclusivity; it ’s 
about continuing to celebrate 
underrepresented communities and 
voices, rather than championing brand 
authority. 



BEYOND BINARY

THE7STARS | SIGN SALAD | NEURO-INSIGHT

32

33

BEYOND BINARY: HOW 
BRANDS CAN REFLECT THE 
WORLD CONSUMERS WANT 
TO SEE, AND BE SEEN IN

There’s a lot to celebrate when we look at the evolution of 
gender representation in recent years, and the move away 
from stereotypes in mass media - but there’s a opportunity 
for brands to help create a more inclusive norm. 

An in-depth understanding of 
cultural context, audiences’ lived 
experiences, and subconscious 
narratives of gender can help us 
to understand why some ideas 
of gendered behaviour have 
persisted, while also unlocking 
opportunities to move beyond 
outdated archetypes of gender 
identity and expression. 

Many of the brands and campaigns 
we’ve focused on in this paper have 
had a natural intersection with 
gender – from cosmetics and body 
care to parenting. However, it ’s 
crucial to remember that all brands 
who target people are representing 
identity in one way or another, 
and gender expression is a vital 
part of that story. Brands have an 
opportunity, if not a responsibility, 
to use their influence to reflect the 
world consumers want to see - and 
to be seen in.
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A collaboration that combined expertise 
and methodologies, this study consisted of 
both primary and secondary research. 

METHODOLOGY: 
HOW WE WORK 
AND THINK

Historical analysis of 
gender representation 
across previous decades 
supported cultural insight 
and semiotic analysis into 
the present-day signs 
and symbols of gender 
reflected in culture.  

We used semiotic analysis 
to understand how culture 
is changing over time, 
and how those changes 
can be represented. 
Semiotics identifies 
cultural codes - including 
visual and linguistic signs, 
symbols, and narratives 
- in the world around us. 
Cultural codes strongly 
influence consumer 
behaviour, motivations, 
and attitudes, even if the 
consumer is not overtly 
aware of this process.

Research into the 
subconscious gendered 
response to advertising 

communications was 
conducted using Neuro-
Insight’s patented 
technology - Steady-
State Topography (SST).  
SST measures electrical 
activity in different 
regions of the brain 
corresponding to different 
cognitive functions.  The 
technology records 
second by second 
readings from 20 sensors.  
Participants in the SST 
research were not aware 
of the purpose of the 
research, and were not 
required to provide a 
conscious response, 
thereby allowing 
measurement of response 
from the subconscious 
brain. 

The main body of work 
for this project was 
conducted between 
March - September 2020. 

SST DEFINITIONS

DESIRABILITY Desirability is a measure associated with choice, selection and the wanting to reach 
out to something in the visual field

ENGAGEMENT
Engagement (personal relevance) is an indicator of how involved people are with 
the presented stimulus and is generally triggered by material that is of personal 
relevance to participants

EMOTIONAL 
INTENSITY

Emotional Intensity relates to the strength of emotion being experienced by 
participants at any given moment

EMOTIONAL 
VALENCE 
(APPROACH/ 
WITHDRAWAL)

Emotional valence refers to the “direction” of the emotion being experienced 
– whether it is positive or negative.  The most accurate description for this is 
“approach” versus “withdrawal”, which in general terms equates to like versus 
dislike

LONG-TERM 
MEMORY 
ENCODING

We record here not what is already stored in memory, but what is being encoded 
into long-term memory, at the point when it is being laid down. “Long-term” means 
effectively anything that is stored in the brain for more than a few minutes. 

Long-term memory encoding has been shown to be linked to subsequent choices 
and purchase behaviour and can therefore be taken as an indicator of behavioural 
intent.

VISUAL 
ATTENTION

Measures how closely participants are paying attention to what they are watching, 
providing an indication of the level of interest and how visually stimulating 
something is.  It is recorded in both the left brain (attention to detail) and the right 
brain (attention to more holistic or emotional aspects of what people are seeing)
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

ACE A shortened term for asexual; someone who experiences little to no sexual attraction to others

ALLY A person who uses their privilege to advocate on behalf of someone who doesn’t hold that same privilege

ALPHA contraction of ‘alpha male’ – a social construction of a particular kind of masculine individual (often 
typified by aggression, confidence, physical prowess, etc.)

BETA A ‘beta male’ is a derogatory term and counterpart to the ‘alpha male’ – a man seen as non-
confrontational and non-assertive, lacking the qualities seen as typically masculine

BI A shortened term for bisexual; someone who is sexually/romantically attracted to people of both male 
and female genders

BUTCH Having an appearance or other qualities of a type traditionally seen as masculine (typically refers to 
women who identify as lesbian)

CAMP Ostentatious, exaggerated, affected, and theatrical behaviour; typically refers to gay men with 
mannerisms considered effeminate

CHAD A term for a stereotype of an “alpha male”, typically American and in his 20s, who is physically attractive 
(with allusions to genetic superiority) and is sexually and economically successful

CHUCK A derogatory term for a man who is perceived as “servile” and seeking approval from women, particularly 
referring to allowing infidelity in romantic relationships 

CIS A person who self-identifies as gender they were assigned at birth/who identifies as their biological sex

DWM Dead white males

DEADNAMING The practice of outing or using an individual’s former given name(s) (e.g. as used under a previous gender 
identity expression)

FTM (FEMALE TO 
MALE)

Within the transgender community, used to describe individuals who seek to transition from female to 
male expressing

FEMINISM/
FEMINIST

A person who supports feminism as a political/social cause (NB: the goals and demands of feminism are 
continually debated, for example across the three “waves” of feminism)

FEMME A lesbian woman whose appearance and mannerisms are seen as traditionally feminine

GAY Particularly in use since the 1970s, used to describe individuals who sexually and/or romantically desires 
persons of the same gender

GAZE

A theoretical framework for understanding the nature of perspective within social/cultural objects 
(e.g. film, literature, art, etc.). Traditionally within the Western canon, the gaze has been defined as a 
masculine, heterosexual perspective that presents and represents women as sexual objects for the 
pleasure of the male viewer

GENDER 
EXPRESSION

External manifestations of how an individual chooses to express gendered behaviours (e.g. dress, hair, 
makeup, etc.)

GENDERFLUID A gender identity which refers to a gender which varies over time, i.e. a person may identify as multiple 
genders at once, move between genders, and/or identify as having no gender

GENDERQUEER An umbrella term referring to non-normative gender identities and expressions

HET/HETEROSEXUAL
Increasingly legalistic, a term used to describe an individual who sexually and/or romantically 
desires persons not of the same gender. ‘Het’ increasingly used as a colloquial term to describe 
such relationships/individuals

HOMOSEXUAL Increasingly legalistic, a term used to describe an individual who sexually and/or romantically 
desires persons of the same gender

INCEL 
(‘INVOLUNTARY 
CELIBATE’)

Originally coined by a Canadian female blogger in 1993 to describe her own situation, the term 
has since become associated particularly with males who define themselves as unable to find a 
romantic or sexual partner despite desiring one

INTERSECTIONALITY
A theoretical framework for understanding how different aspects of an individual’s social and 
political identities (e.g., gender, race, class, sexuality, ability, height, etc.) may combine to create 
unique modes of discrimination

INTERSEX a person born with variation in biological sex characteristics (e.g. chromosomes, sex hormones, 
physical characteristics) that do not fit the traditional definitions of male or female bodies

LESBIAN A female who sexually and/or romantically desires other females

MTF (MALE TO 
FEMALE)

Within the transgender community, used to describe individuals who seek to transition from male 
to female expressing

NON-BINARY (NB) Any gender identity that is not strictly male or female, and so does not fit within the traditional 
binary gender categories

PAN A shortened term for pansexual; someone who may have sexual/romantic attraction to people of 
any sex or gender identity 

PASSING When a person is seen and treated by others as the gender they identify as, not as the gender/sex 
they were assigned at birth

PERFORMATIVITY
A theoretical framework for understanding gender in social context. Through this framework 
gender is seen as a social performance conveyed through behaviour rather than as an essential 
part of biological sex

PRIVILEGE Refers to social, cultural, and subsequent financial, and other advantages that a group or individual 
possesses or is granted as a result of their identity (e.g. gender, race, sexuality, etc.)

PRONOUN Refers to how a person chooses to be referred to based on gender identity, e.g. he/his, she/hers, 
they/theirs, ze, xe, and other non-binary pronouns

QUEER A sometimes-controversial term (originally derogatory but reclaimed by some), but generally 
used as a collective term for all LGBT and less easily defined identities

SOYBOY A derogatory term for a man perceived as lacking in traditional masculine qualities, e.g. is 
effeminate, physically weak and non-assertive; similar in use/meaning to “cuck”

SWERF (SEX WORKER 
EXCLUSIONARY 
RADICAL FEMINIST)

A derogatory term for a woman who identifies as feminist but does not support sex work/sex 
workers; SWERF’s are typically seen as conservative and hostile to contemporary radical feminism

TERF (TRANS 
EXCLUSIONARY 
RADICAL FEMINIST)

A derogatory term for a woman who identifies as a feminist, but does not believe that trans women 
are truly women and should not be included in feminist discourse; similarly they are seen to 
believe that trans men are working to uphold the patriarchy through gaining male privilege

TRANS Often framed in binary terms; a person who identifies as the gender opposite to the one assigned 
at birth, However, the term can also include people with nonbinary gender identities




