
INTRODUCTION/BACKGROUND 

Gender segmentation is a largely accepted part 
of marketing. Scholars have proved through 
decades of research that nearly every marketing 
campaign uses gender segmentation (Epure & 
Vasilescu, 2014). Because children are exposed 
to media at such a young age, this approach to 
marketing segmentation reaches society during 
their developmental years through adulthood. 
Though many studies have been done on how 
sexism, patriarchal society, and gender 
stereotypes have been portrayed throughout 
modern advertising, they do not discuss the 
effects of these campaigns on young people. 
This creates a gap in research between 
psychology and marketing researchers. 

 Psychologists have studied the effects of 
gender norms and stereotypes on children as 
well as adults, exploring the role of nature 
versus nurture in raising children. Because 
children are in the midst of a huge 
developmental stage of life, they are generally 
considered more impressionable. This becomes 
apparent from the moment they are born.  
Newborns are given a label immediately upon 
their arrival, receiving either “male” or “female” 
on their birth certificate. This usually 
corresponds with their chromosomal makeup, 
termed “biological sex” (Rose, 2018). Throughout 
the first years of their lives, children begin to 
distinguish between females and males. Visual 
cues provide them with hints of these 
differences. Babies observe characteristics such 
as length of hair, vocal pitch, or style of dress to 
make these determinations. From these 
observations, patterns begin to form. Babies 
experience more anxiety around male strangers, 
and, by age one and a half, females can match 
faces to gender labels such as “lady” or “man” 
(Unger, 2001). These patterns are reinforced as 
we get older by the media we consume and the 
stereotypes that society pushes on us. We are 
conditioned to believe that men and women are 
inherently very different when in reality there are 
very few differences between us. 

 Physically, men and women have minimal 
differences aside from our biological makeup. 
Generally, men can throw farther, are more 
physically aggressive, tend to masturbate more, 

and have more sex-positive attitudes when it 
comes to uncommitted relationships than their 
female peers (American Psychological 
Association, 2005). Although biology plays a 
small part in these differences, saying that 
societal expectations and stereotypes do not 
affect them would not be a sound argument. 
This translates to psychological differences as 
well, which have shown to be minimal. 

 Though society leads people to believe 
that men and women have different cognitive 
abilities, personality traits, and leadership 
potentials, this is not supported by research. 
Research shows that men and women are 
actually more similar than most people believe. 
Depending on what the study aims to prove, it 
may lend itself to bias. Studies that are designed 
to exterminate gender norms will show that 
stereotypes and how they are exhibited in daily 
life have a strong influence on how people act. A 
different study in which participants were told 
they would be not identified by their gender 
showed that no participant adhered to gender 
stereotypes regarding the stereotypical male 
trait of aggressiveness. This study showed that 
women were more likely to be aggressive, while 
men were observed to be more reserved 
(American Psychological Association, 2005). This 
disproves the myth that men are inherently 
more aggressive, which can be a toxic concept. 

 Other myths relating to personality traits 
contribute to bias when searching for 
employment and in educational settings, which 
has been proven to lower young girls’ self-
confidence and performance in school. Myths in 
communication styles lead to damaging adult 
relationships, creating barriers between men 
and women during conflict. Because men are 
assumed to be assertive and logical while 
women are assumed to be emotional and 
irrational, there is a halt in communication. 
Though these assumed differences affect us 
every day, many of them have been disproven. 
Other differences, like physical ones, have not 
been proven to be negative in any way 
(American Psychological Association, 2005). 
Because marketers rely on generalizations to 
appeal to a target market, this is where we reach 
our research question. 
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 We have established that people are 
greatly affected psychologically by gender 
stereotypes. Now we will explore how these 
stereotypes, applied within marketing and 
advertising campaigns, affect consumers 
throughout their lifetime. How does gender 
segmentation truly affect people? Do people 
feel accurately represented in modern 
marketing materials? How much damage is 
caused by the media we create as marketers 
and consume as consumers? 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

During this study, we will explore how gender 
segmentation in marketing affects consumers. 
The first hypothesis listed has been previously 
explored, but we consider these questions to 
also prove our other hypotheses. This research 
is important because of the increasing amount 
of media we consume in our lifetime. A lot of 
marketing is viewed daily, and seeing similar 
messages repeatedly may affect how we think. 

 In order to explore how this related to 
gender segmentation in marketing, I have 
chosen the following three hypotheses for my 
research study: 

H1: Gender segmentation in marketing 
reinforces sexist stereotypes. 

H2: Gender segmentation in marketing 
negatively impacts the mental well-being of 
consumers.  

H3: Gender segmentation does not allow for an 
accurate representation of modern society. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

I will be using questionnaires to collect my 
research data. Questions include the topics of 
general age and gender demographics, the 
accuracy of marketing campaigns, and how 
gender segmentation affects consumers’ mental 
health. I plan to analyze the relationships 
between gender segmented marketing 
campaigns and the mental health of consumers. 
This can also be analyzed against how 
consumers feel gender is portrayed in 
marketing. This will be done by comparing the 
various factors I have explored with my survey 
to academic research. These factors include the 
perception of sexist stereotypes, perception of 
mental health impact, and perception of 
accuracy of representation. 

SAMPLE DESCRIBED AND PLANNED 

In conducting my research, I shared my 
questionnaire with people in the Wesleyan 
community as well as the general public. I chose 
to share with the public to gather a wider pool of 
responses and hopefully create a more diverse 
group of respondents. My questionnaire 
includes questions about how gender 
segmentation in marketing materials affects 
self-esteem, mental health, and self-perception. 
It also asks those surveyed if they find marketing 
materials to be an accurate representation of 
modern men and women.  This is the link to my 
questionnaire. 

DATA COLLECTED 

Thus far, I have collected 94 responses. This is 
the breakdown of the data I have collected 
through my questionnaire. 

Fig. 1. Age of study participants. 

Fig. 2. Biological sex of study participants. 

Fig. 3. Gender identities of study participants. These were the gender identities that 
were self-identified. All other identities received no data. 

Fig. 4. Overall portrayal of women. 

Fig. 5. Overall portrayal of men. 
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Age range Frequency Percentage

18 or younger 3 3.2%

19-29 62 66%

30-39 7 7.4%

40-49 12 12.8%

50-59 8 8.5%

60-69 1 1.1%

70 or older 1 1.1%

Biological Sex Frequency Percentage

Female 77 81.9%

Male 17 18.1%

Gender Identity Frequency Percentage

Cis Male 17 18.1%

Cis Female 76 80.9%

Transgender Male 1 1.1%

Bias (Overall) Frequency Percentage

Mostly Positive 24 25.5%

Mostly Negative 34 36.2%

Neither more positive or 
negative 36 38.3%

Bias (Overall) Frequency Percentage

Mostly Positive 61 64.9%

Mostly Negative 7 7.4%

Neither more positive or 
negative 26 27.7%

https://forms.gle/cwkJZ3Wa8TxkukYKA
https://forms.gle/cwkJZ3Wa8TxkukYKA


Fig. 6. Perceived impact of gender-segmented materials on self-esteem (when 
watching advertisements featuring actors of their own gender identity). 

Fig. 7. Likert Scale - I feel that marketing/advertising campaigns have impacted how 
I think about gender stereotypes/gender norms. 

Fig. 8. Likert Scale - I feel that gender segmentation in marketing/advertising 
campaigns have made me feel insecure about my interests. 

Fig. 9. Likert Scale - I feel that gender segmentation in marketing/advertising 
campaigns has made me feel insecure about my gender identity. 

Fig. 10. Likert Scale - Women are portrayed accurately in marketing campaigns and 
advertising most of the time. 

Fig 11. Likert Scale - Men are portrayed accurately in marketing campaigns and 
advertising most of the time. 

Fig 12. Likert Scale - I feel that marketing materials/advertising has contributed to 
the strengthening of my mental health. 

Fig, 13. Likert Scale - I feel that marketing materials/advertising has contributed to 
the worsening of my mental health. 

Fig 14. Likert Scale - I feel that marketing materials reinforce sexist stereotypes. 

Fig. 15. Likert Scale - Gender segmentation in marketing campaigns/advertising (in 
print, digital internet, or any other platform) has made me feel insecure about my 
body. 

Fig. 16. Likert Scale - Gender segmentation in marketing campaigns/advertising has 
made me feel as though I do not fit in with peers who share the same gender identity 
as I do. 

Fig. 17. Likert Scale - Gender segmentation in marketing campaigns/advertising 
exploits men's bodies. 
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Perceived Impact Frequency Percentage

Negative 32 34%

Positive 4 4.3%

No Impact 58 61.7%

Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 7 7.4%

Disagree 17 18.1%

Neutral 22 23.4%

Agree 33 35.1%

Strongly Agree 15 16%

Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 24 25.5%

Disagree 32 34%

Neutral 16 17%

Agree 14 14.9%

Strongly Agree 8 8.5%

Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 43 45.7%

Disagree 39 41.5%

Neutral 6 6.4%

Agree 6 6.4%

Strongly Agree 0 0%

Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 21 22.3%

Disagree 47 50%

Neutral 14 14.9%

Agree 12 12.8%

Strongly Agree 0 0%

Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 12 12.8%

Disagree 32 34%

Neutral 28 29.8%

Agree 19 20.2%

Strongly Agree 3 3.2%

Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 22 23.4%

Disagree 42 44.7%

Neutral 28 29.8%

Agree 2 2.1%

Strongly Agree 0 0%

Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 5 5.3%

Disagree 29 30.9%

Neutral 24 25.5%

Agree 29 30.9%

Strongly Agree 7 7.4%

Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 1 1.1%

Disagree 15 16%

Neutral 8 8.5%

Agree 42 44.7%

Strongly Agree 28 29.8%

Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 12 12.8%

Disagree 23 24.5%

Neutral 7 7.4%

Agree 33 35.2%

Strongly Agree 19 20.2%

Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 22 23.4%

Disagree 42 44.7%

Neutral 12 12.8%

Agree 13 13.8%

Strongly Agree 5 5.3%

Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 7 7.4%

Disagree 26 27.7%

Neutral 19 20.2%

Agree 40 42.6%

Strongly Agree 2 2.1%



Fig. 18. Likert Scale - Gender segmentation in marketing campaigns/advertising 
exploits women's bodies. 

ANALYSIS OF DATA 

After reading secondary research sources, I 
created my three hypotheses. H1 states that 
gender segmentation in marketing reinforces 
sexist stereotypes. In testing this hypothesis with 
my questionnaire, I based this hypothesis on the 
research that gender segmentation is present in 
nearly every marketing campaign (Epure & 
Vasilescu, 2014). The dependent variable was 
the presence of gender segmentation which is 
assumed to be constant to respondents due to 
the phrasing of the questionnaire and this 
research. 

 My primary research revealed that 74.5% of 
respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement reinforced sexist stereotypes. This 
equates to 42 respondents who agreed with this 
statement and 28 who strongly agreed, thus 
validating my first hypothesis. 

 H2 states that gender segmentation in 
marketing negatively impacts the mental well-
being of consumers. This hypothesis was based 
on secondary research stating that gender roles 
being forced upon children can cause serious 
implications on their mental and physical health 
(Levine, 2017). It is assumed that because we are 
exposed to marketing materials from an early 
age through adulthood and most of those 
materials contain gender segmented marketing 
strategies, that the same implications could be 
caused to the consumption of marketing 
materials. 

 Several questions asked respondents 
directly and indirectly whether or not gender 
segmented materials have affected their mental 
health. These questions include questions 
regarding self-esteem and overall mental 
health. 38.3% of respondents either agreed or 
strongly agreed that gender segmented 
marketing materials worsened their mental 
health, while only 2.1% thought that the materials 
strengthened it. 

 Additionally, 55.3% of respondents agreed 
or strongly agreed that materials made them 
feel insecure about their bodies. 6.4% of 
respondents said that materials made them feel 

insecure about their gender identity, and 23.4% 
said they felt insecure about their interests. 

 The data regarding the overall effect on 
self-esteem showed that 34% of respondents 
felt their self-esteem was negatively impacted 
after watching advertisements featuring people 
of their gender identity. 61.7% of people felt no 
impact on their self-esteem, while only 4.3% felt 
positively impacted. This data shows that there 
may be some truth to my second hypothesis. 

 H3 states that gender segmentation does 
not allow for an accurate representation of 
modern society. This was formed due to 
secondary research suggesting that women feel 
misrepresented in advertising or that advertisers 
do not understand them (Ellwood & Shekar, 
2008). I included questions within my research 
questionnaire asking how men and women are 
portrayed overall in gender segmented 
marketing materials. 

 A mere 12.8% of respondents thought that 
women were portrayed accurately in marketing 
materials overall, while 23.4% thought men were 
portrayed accurately. 72.3% of those surveyed 
said they disagreed or strongly disagreed with 
the statement that women are portrayed 
accurately, while 46.8% said the same of men 
portrayed in marketing materials. 

 These findings support my hypothesis that 
gender segmented marketing materials do not 
allow for an accurate representation of society. 

 It is important to remember that 80.9% of 
respondents to my questionnaire were cis-
women, which would account for the stronger 
feelings on a lot of these topics. Some questions 
regarding men had a higher occurrence of 
neutral answers, which does not allow for a 
demonstration of strong opinions regarding the 
question one way or the other. 

CONCLUSIONS 

From my primary research, it is obvious that 
gender segmentation in marketing materials has 
effects on consumers’ mental health, reinforces 
sexist stereotypes, and does not accurately 
represent society. All three of these conclusions 
have been drawn from the statistics cited above 
and are supported by scholarly research. 

 The idea that sexist stereotypes have 
disappeared completely is an idea so absurd 
that the United Kingdom instituted a ban on 
advertisements containing harmful gender 
stereotypes in 2019. The UK’s Advertising 
Standards Authority cited their 2017 study that 
showed how these stereotypes “can contribute 
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Response Frequency Percentage

Strongly Disagree 1 1.1%

Disagree 7 7.4%

Neutral 8 8.5%

Agree 40 42.6%

Strongly Agree 38 40.4%



to inequality in society” (Perrigo, 2019). Internet 
advertisements are no exception as they “may 
act as agents that reinforce and reshape societal 
norms and beliefs regarding gender equity and 
depiction on sexuality” (Plakoyiannaki, 
Mathioudaki, Dimitratos, & Zotos, 2008). 

 Comparisons have been made between 
advertisements from 1958, 1970, and 1972 that 
showed that sexist stereotypes existed 
throughout those years. The study proved that 
there were differences in the portrayal of 
employment status, occupational roles, nature 
of buying, and networking roles between men 
and women (Belkaoui & Belkaoui, 1976). A 2011 
study by the International Journal of Advertising 
found that advertising on German television still 
utilized traditional stereotypes, including 
occupational ones. They also found that public 
and private channels both present these 
stereotypes in some form, even though they are 
not an accurate representation of society 
(Steinghagen, Eisend, & Knoll, 2011). Gender 
stereotypes have been proven to be deeply 
ingrained in consumers’ minds, even as children 
through the media and their environment, as 
referenced in my introduction. 

 More recent studies on children have 
shown that gender stereotypes being forced on 
adolescents can have negative long-term 
effects on mental health, physical health, and 
behaviors as they age. 

 The “Global Early Adolescent Study” 
examined children from 15 different countries 
and also interviewed their parents. Scholars 
found not only are sexist stereotypes being 
circulated in nearly every area of life but that 
children recognize the effect they have on their 
daily lives. Children recognize stereotypes that 
categorize traits by gender, that predator-victim 
culture exists, and that they must act certain 
days in order to prevent violence (Levine, 2017). 

 Influences on children’s daily routines are 
not the only things being affected by gender 
norms. Pushing traditional stereotypes on girls 
can lead to a higher risk of sexually transmitted 
infections, pregnancy, school dropouts, child 
marriage, depression, and exposure to violence. 
These stereotypes increase the likelihood that 
boys become participants or victims of physical 
violence, start abusing drugs and alcohol, 
commit suicide, die as a result of accidental 
injury, and suffer a shorter life span than women 
in adulthood (Levine, 2017). Other consequences 
include the objectification of stereotyping of 
women and internalization of sexism (Swim & 
Hyers, 2009). Children are more likely to feel 

pressure, stress, and stigma due to these 
gender norms, which increases their risk of 
depression (Levine, 2017). 

 This sets a precedent for adulthood, which 
leaves children all over the world vulnerable to 
mental health issues. Psychologists even cite 
evidence that setting expectations for traditional 
masculinity for men makes them less likely to 
get help for mental health issues, causing worse 
outcomes. (Powell & Hamilton, 2016). As 
discussed in my analysis, 38.3% of respondents 
thought that gender segmented marketing 
campaigns have a negative impact on their 
mental health. Combining the research showing 
that sexist gender stereotypes are still present 
and that they affect development, it only makes 
sense that we as a society continue to be 
negatively affected by them. 

 These stereotypes not only create 
negative consequences for us, but they do not 
truly represent us, as the majority of survey 
respondents agreed. Specifically, women feel 
misrepresented. One 2006 study collected data 
that 50% of women felt that advertisers had old-
fashioned views of them, while a whopping 91% 
went as far as to say that advertisers do not 
understand them at all (Ellwood & Shekar, 2008). 
Most advertisers want to make you feel like they 
understand you, which is part of their brand 
campaigns. 

 A 2010 study asked female shoppers to 
answer self-perception questions, walk around 
the mall with Victoria’s Secret bags during their 
spree for an hour, and come back to answer 
questions again. Women in the study who 
carried a branded bag versus a plain shopping 
bag identified more with the brand’s personality 
traits, such as “glamourous, good-looking, and 
feminine” (Kimmel, 2018). A similar study was 
done with MIT pens and plain plastic pens, citing 
that those who used MIT pens self-identified 
with traits that are associated with the school 
(Kimmel, 2018). This shows that marketers can 
purposefully design campaigns that influence 
how we perceive ourselves, rather than trying to 
identify with our current perceptions. ❖ 
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