
                   

Ethics in advertising
Swedish consumers’ perceptions of sexual appeals and body ideals

PATRICIA MEIJER

MARIA STYVÉN

INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS AND ECONOMICS PROGRAMME

Department of Business Administration and Social Sciences
Division of Industrial Marketing

2001-05-30

Bachelor’s Thesis



PREFACE

The creation of this thesis has been hard, but also fun in many ways. We have been isolated
during the entire spring, neglected friends and loved ones, dived into heaps of literature,
chewed through mountains of fastfood, supported Gevalia with a third of their annual sales,
and we are sorry to say that we actually have had valid excuses when we have been forced to
reject people’s party invitations. Then, suddenly, as we stick our pale noses outside the door,
it is summer… Exhausted, but happy, we can conclude that our work is done. Our Bachelor’s
thesis is now produced, to a large extent thanks to the support from others.

There have been a lot of people involved, directly and indirectly, in the work with this thesis.
First, we want to thank our supervisor Tim Foster, for his fostering and his way of introducing
us to the mysterious world of academia. Without his support and constructive feedback, it
would have been difficult to achieve the goals we had set up. The next big “thank you” goes
to the focus group participants, who generously shared their opinions and attitudes with us.
We also want to thank Jan Müller, who kindly lent us his own video recording equipment,
which enabled us to catch the focus group sessions visually. Last, but definitely not least, we
are grateful to our friends and loved ones for enduring our extreme isolation during this
spring.

We hope that this thesis will entice the reader to learn more about advertising and especially
ethics in advertising. Since people are exposed to a great amount of advertising each day, this
subject represents an area that should be of interest to us all.

Luleå, June 2001

Patricia Meijer & Maria Styvén



ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of Swedish consumers’ perceptions
of ethically acceptable or unacceptable advertising. It deals with ethical vs. unethical adver-
tising, the risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising, and the control and regula-
tion of ethics in advertising. The scope of the study was narrowed by focusing on consumers’
perceptions of sexual appeals and body ideals. The study, which has a qualitative approach,
was conducted with a mainly descriptive purpose. The chosen research strategy was two case
studies, and the major part of primary data was collected through two focus group interviews.
A combination of direct and participant observations has also been used for primary data col-
lection, while secondary data was collected in the form of documentation. Results show that
there are gender differences in Swedish consumers’ perceptions of ethics in advertising, sug-
gesting that men are more tolerant toward images of sexual appeals and body ideals than
women are. One possible risk with this kind of advertising is that it may contribute to people,
especially young women, developing distorted body ideals, which could result in eating dis-
orders. Self-regulation, industry norms and market control seem to be the preferred means of
controlling ethics in advertising.



SAMMANFATTNING

Syftet med denna uppsats är att erhålla en bättre förståelse för svenska konsumenters uppfatt-
ning om etiskt acceptabel eller oacceptabel reklam. Den handlar om etisk kontra oetisk re-
klam, risker och nackdelar med kontroversiell reklam, samt kontroll och reglering av etik i
reklam. Omfattningen minskades genom att fokusera på konsumenters uppfattning om sexu-
ella anspelningar och kroppsideal. Uppsatsen, som har en kvalitativ ansats, utfördes med ett
huvudsakligen deskriptivt syfte. Den valda forskningsstrategin utgjordes av två fallstudier,
och huvuddelen av primärdata insamlades genom två fokusgruppsintervjuer. En kombination
av direkt- och deltagarobservation har också använts för insamling av primärdata, medan se-
kundärdata samlades i form av dokumentation. Resultaten visar att det finns könsskillnader i
svenska konsumenters uppfattning av etik i reklam; exempelvis verkar män vara mer toleranta
än kvinnor mot framställningen av sexuella anspelningar och kroppsideal. En möjlig risk med
denna typ av reklam är att den kan bidra till att människor, särskilt unga kvinnor, utvecklar
störda kroppsideal, vilket kan resultera i ätstörningar. Självreglering, branschnormer och
marknadskontroll verkar vara de medel som föredras för att kontrollera etik i reklam.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

1. INTRODUCTION........................................................................................................................................................... 1

1.1 BACKGROUND...............................................................................................................................................................1
1.2 PROBLEM DISCUSSION..................................................................................................................................................4
1.3 PURPOSE.........................................................................................................................................................................7

1.3.1 Research questions.......................................................................................................................................... 7
1.4 DEMARCATIONS............................................................................................................................................................7
1.5 OUTLINE OF THE STUDY ..............................................................................................................................................8

2.  REVIEW OF LITERATURE....................................................................................................................................... 9

2.1 ETHICAL VS. UNETHICAL ADVERTISING....................................................................................................................9
2.2 RISKS AND DISADVANTAGES WITH CONTROVERSIAL ADVERTISING...................................................................16
2.3 CONTROL AND REGULATION OF ETHICS IN ADVERTISING.....................................................................................20
2.4 CONCEPTUALISATION................................................................................................................................................24

2.4.1 Research question one: ethical vs. unethical advertising ......................................................................24
2.4.2 Research question two: risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising..............................24
2.4.3 Research question three: control and regulation of ethics in advertising ..........................................25

2.5 SUMMARY....................................................................................................................................................................26

3. METHODOLOGY........................................................................................................................................................27

3.1 PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH......................................................................................................................................27
3.2 RESEARCH APPROACH ...............................................................................................................................................28
3.3 RESEARCH STRATEGY................................................................................................................................................28
3.4 DATA COLLECTION.....................................................................................................................................................29
3.5 SAMPLE SELECTION ..................................................................................................................................................33

3.5.1 Choice of respondents ..................................................................................................................................33
3.5.2 Choice of documentation .............................................................................................................................34

3.6 GENERAL ANALYTICAL STRATEGY ..........................................................................................................................34
3.7 QUALITY STANDARDS – VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY...........................................................................................35
3.8 SUMMARY ..................................................................................................................................................................37

4. EMPIRICAL DATA.....................................................................................................................................................38

4.1 CASE ONE: FEMALE STUDENTS................................................................................................................................38
4.1.1 Ethical vs. unethical advertising ................................................................................................................38
4.1.2 Risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising........................................................................42
4.1.3 Control and regulation of ethics in advertising.......................................................................................44

4.2 CASE TWO: MALE STUDENTS....................................................................................................................................45
 4.2.1 Ethical vs. unethical advertising ................................................................................................................45

4.2.2 Risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising........................................................................48
4.2.3 Control and regulation of ethics in advertising.......................................................................................49

4.3 SUMMARY....................................................................................................................................................................50

5. ANALYSIS ......................................................................................................................................................................51

5.1 ETHICAL VS. UNETHICAL ADVERTISING..................................................................................................................51
5.1.1 Within-case analysis .....................................................................................................................................51
5.1.2 Cross-case analysis.......................................................................................................................................54

5.2 RISKS AND DISADVANTAGES WITH CONTROVERSIAL ADVERTISING...................................................................57
5.2.1 Within-case analysis .....................................................................................................................................57
5.2.2 Cross-case analysis.......................................................................................................................................60

5.3 CONTROL AND REGULATION OF ETHICS IN ADVERTISING.....................................................................................62
5.3.1 Within-case analysis .....................................................................................................................................62
5.3.2 Cross-case analysis.......................................................................................................................................64

5.4 SUMMARY....................................................................................................................................................................65



Table of contents

6. FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS .......................................................................................................................... 66

6.1 HOW CAN ETHICAL VS. UNETHICAL ADVERTISING BE DESCRIBED? ...................................................................66
6.2 HOW CAN THE RISKS AND DISADVANTAGES WITH CONTROVERSIAL ADVERTISING BE DESCRIBED?.............68
6.3 HOW CAN THE CONTROL AND REGULATION OF ETHICS IN ADVERTISING BE DESCRIBED? ..............................69
6.4 GENERAL CONCLUSIONS...........................................................................................................................................70
6.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTITIONERS.........................................................................................................................70
6.6 IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY .....................................................................................................................................71
6.7 IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH...................................................................................................................72

        REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................................................... 73

       APPENDICES 1 – 7

APPENDIX 1A – B: INTERVIEW GUIDES (ENGLISH AND SWEDISH)
APPENDIX 2: ADVERTISEMENT FOR SISLEY WOMEN’S WEAR (ORIGINALLY DOUBLE-PAGED)
APPENDIX 3: ADVERTISEMENT FOR DOLCE & GABBANA PERFUME

APPENDIX 4: ADVERTISEMENT FOR YSL OPIUM PERFUME
APPENDIX 5A – B: ADVERTISEMENT FOR SISLEY MEN’S WEAR (DOUBLE-PAGED)
APPENDIX 6: ADVERTISEMENT FOR COOL WATER PERFUME

APPENDIX 7A – B: ADVERTISEMENT FOR CASALL WORK OUT CLOTHES (DOUBLE-PAGED)



LISTS OF FIGURES AND TABLES

List of figures

Figure 1.1 The promotion communication process ..............................................................3
Figure 1.2 Outline of the study.............................................................................................8

List of tables

Table 3.1 Relevant situations for different research strategies..........................................29
Table 3.2 Six sources of evidence: Strengths and weaknesses..........................................30
Table 3.3 Focus group interviews: Strengths and weaknesses..........................................32
Table 3.4 Case study tactics for four design tests..............................................................36

Table 5.1 Ethical vs. unethical advertising: Responses to advertisements........................54
Table 5.2 Ethical vs. unethical advertising........................................................................56
Table 5.3 Risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising ...................................60
Table 5.4 Control and regulation of ethics in advertising .................................................64



1

1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter starts by providing a background to the subject of the thesis. Then, a problem
discussion about ethics in advertising is presented in order to introduce the reader to the
studied problem area. The purpose, as well as the research questions we intend to answer in
our research, is formulated. Furthermore, the demarcations of the study are stated. Finally,
an outline of the thesis is presented.

1.1 Background

Ethics is a concept that many people find hard to define. Even if most are aware that it is
about questions of right and wrong, “ethics” is still difficult to grasp. There is no universally
accepted definition for the term ethics, but one way to put it is provided by Magee (1999):
“Philosophical reflections on how we should live, and thereby what is right or wrong, good or
evil, should or should not be done, duty, and other conceptions of this kind” (p. 229). It is
obvious that the concept is closely intertwined with morality. Wright, Kroll and Parnell
(1998) in fact suggest that ethics is “standards of conduct and moral judgment” (p.82).

German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724 – 1804) meant that ethics and morals are founded
on human reason, just as science is founded on reason. This led to Kant’s formulation of his
famous categorical imperative, which was a fundamental rule of morality: “Act only in accor-
dance with principles that you would want to have as general laws”. (Magee, 1999, p. 137) In
the English-speaking parts of the world, Scottish-Irish philosopher Francis Hutcheson con-
tributed with a famous principle in the beginning of the 18th century: “The action is the best
which gives the greatest possible happiness to the greatest possible number of people” (ibid,
p. 183).  Around 100 years later, Englishman Jeremy Bentham developed this principle to a
moral philosophy, which stated that the question of the rightness or wrongness in an action
should be judged only by its consequences. This meant that a person’s motives were irrele-
vant, and that good consequences were such that caused lust, while bad consequences were
such that caused unease or pain. In each situation, the right way to act was the one that would
maximize the excess of lust over unease, or minimize the excess of unease over lust. This
philosophy became known as utilitarianism, because it meant that every action should be
judged by its utility, i.e. its capacity to bring consequences of a certain kind. Its advocates
applied these principles on private morals as well as on political activities, legislation, and
social politics. “The greatest good to the greatest number” became a catchphrase that was fa-
miliar to everyone. (ibid)

These two classic philosophical views are still influential in Western societies. In English-
speaking countries, the basis for the approach to ethics in business is generally utilitarianism
and a social philosophy emphasizing the importance of individual interests based on the moral
responsibility of the individual. German Wirtschaftsethik is based on the previously discussed
ethics of Kant, which presents a different perspective where the emphasis is on the impor-
tance of social partnerships and political agreements while viewing companies as social in-
stitutions. (Fülöp, Hisrich & Szegedi, 2000) In order to understand the nature of ethics in
business it is important to agree on a general term. A definition of the concept is provided by
Nash (1994): “Business ethics is the study of how personal moral norms apply to the activities
and goals of commercial enterprise. It is not a separate moral standard, but the study of how
business context poses its own unique problems for the moral person who acts as an agent of
this system” (p.11).
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One must also bear in mind that what is considered unethical in one society may be consid-
ered perfectly acceptable in another. It is suggested that society is becoming increasingly con-
cerned about the ethical values adopted by its business organizations. In addition, higher lev-
els of media availability and an increasingly informed audience have made it easier to reveal
examples of unethical business practice. This situation contributes to a higher awareness
about ethics among companies today. (Palmer, 1998) Kotler, Armstrong, Saunders, and Wong
(1999) suggest that  “ethical behaviour” should be an integral part at all levels of the organi-
zation. It is management’s responsibility to set an example by personal conduct that encour-
ages and rewards a correct ethical behaviour within the organization (ibid). As McDonald and
Zepp (1994) points out, ethical behaviour of individuals ultimately influences the corporate
image. Companies have realized that sound ethics is good business in the long run (ibid).

As a part of the practice of business ethics, companies need to develop what Kotler et al
(1999) call corporate marketing ethics policies. In order to understand this concept, marketing
must first be defined. Kotler et al (1999) describe marketing as “a social and managerial proc-
ess by which individuals and groups obtain what they need and want through creating and
exchanging products and value with others” (p. 10). Companies can, by implementing ethics
policies within their marketing mix, improve their relationship with consumers. The market-
ing mix, often also referred to as the four P’s, consists of price, promotion, place (or distribu-
tion) and product. Ethics policies within marketing thus provide broad guidelines that cover
distributor relations, advertising standards, customer service, pricing, product development,
and general ethical standards. (ibid) Today, companies are forced to polish and improve their
marketing methods in order to be heard in the never-ending media noise (Forsberg, 2000).
Zinkhan, Bisesi and Saxton noted in 1989 that the increased media attention to unethical mar-
keting practices was a sign of a rising concern from the society, as people felt that there was a
decline in marketing and business ethics.

Among the elements of the marketing mix, promotion is the one that most often provides the
customer with the first impression of the company or product. Promotion can be seen as ac-
tivities that communicate the product or service and its merits to target customers and per-
suade them to buy. (Kotler et al, 1999) This means that promotion involves an ongoing proc-
ess of communication between an organization and its target markets (Palmer, 1998). In this
process a message is transferred from a sender, who encodes the message, to a receiver, who
decodes it (Schiffman & Kanuk, 1997). An overview of the communication process is pro-
vided in figure 1.1 on the following page.
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Figure 1.1: The promotion communication process
Source: Adapted from Schiffman & Kanuk (1997, p. 282)

Usually, the sources of impersonal communication are organizations that develop and trans-
mit appropriate messages through special departments or spokespersons. The receivers are
usually a specific audience or several audiences that the organization is trying to inform, in-
fluence, or persuade. The sender must carefully formulate (encode) a message, which is
adapted to the purpose, by using words, pictures, symbols, or images. In order to bring the
message forward to the receiver, the sender uses a channel, which can be paid or unpaid, per-
sonal or impersonal. (Schiffman & Kanuk, 1997) For example, messages can be transferred
through channels like magazine advertisements, TV commercials, outdoor posters, sales vis-
its, or web sites. Expectations of the sender are that the message will create attention and in-
terest, and thereby have the desired effect, which often is some kind of action. A message that
is correctly encoded often reaches the receiver, while a carelessly put together message may
not reach anyone. (Bergström, 1998)

How the message is interpreted (decoded) depends greatly on the receiver’s personal experi-
ence and personal characteristics. This involves demographics, sociocultural membership,
personality, attitudes, prior learning and perceptions. Embedded in these conceptions are the
ethical values of the receiver, which will affect the experience of the message. The sender also
has assumptions and guidelines regarding ethics or ethical principles, which influence how
the message is encoded. (Schiffman & Kanuk, 1997) According to Bergström (1998), it is
important that the sender can stand by what is mediated between sender and receiver. “One
mediates only what one self, as a receiver, would like to accept” (ibid, p. 45). Whether the
sender’s intended message has been successfully received or not becomes apparent from the
receiver’s feedback, that is, the response from the audience (Schiffman & Kanuk, 1997). In
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mass communications, feedback is rarely direct; instead, it is usually inferred. For instance,
receivers buy or do not buy the advertised product, or they vote or do not vote for the political
candidate. This means that senders can infer how persuasive their messages are from the re-
sulting action (or inaction) of the targeted audience. Thus, it becomes apparent that a message
that is perceived as being unethical can result in a negative feedback from the receivers, such
as inaction instead of action. (ibid)

Closely related to the subject of an absent or unwanted response from receivers are public
relations and advertising. These are two marketing communication channels where ethical or
unethical marketing policies become very visible. (Kotler et al, 1999) As the goal with effec-
tive public relations according to Wells, Burnett and Moriarty (2000) is to achieve effective
relationships with various audiences to manage the organization’s image and reputation, un-
ethical elements in marketing are certainly damaging to this goal. The publics with which
relationships should be managed may be external (customers, news media, investment com-
munity, general public, government) and internal (investors, employees). In this context, it
must be mentioned that public relations and advertising differ in the way certain tasks are per-
formed. Specifically, they differ in how they use the media, the level of control they have
over message delivery, and their perceived credibility. Public relations are in this sense much
more difficult to control, but the credibility is substantially higher compared to advertising.
(ibid)

Wells et al (2000) define advertising as “paid nonpersonal communication from an identified
sponsor using mass media to persuade or influence an audience” (p.6). Falk (1997) describes
modern advertising as an active strategy for selling and marketing. The author means that the
active parts of the strategy indicate that it is about more than simply selling goods – the idea is
first and foremost to stimulate demand and thereby sell as much as possible (ibid). Pollay and
Mittal (1993) describe advertising as an important social phenomenon, which stimulates con-
sumption and economic activity as well as it influences people’s life-styles and value orienta-
tion. Each day, consumers are exposed to considerable doses of advertising in multiple media.
Everyone seems to hold an opinion about various aspects of advertising, ranging from
amusement and admiration to cynicism and condemnation. (ibid)

1.2 Problem discussion

It has been claimed that as competition between companies and the amount of advertising
increase, so will the amount of controversial1 advertisements, as companies try to gain the
audience’s attention and cut through the noise (Waller, 1999). Treise and Weigold (1994)
point out that advertising has been accused of many different ethical weaknesses, most of
which focus on the obvious lack of societal responsibility. Three issues are central to an ethi-
cal discussion of advertising according to Wells et al (2000): advocacy, accuracy, and ac-
quisitiveness. Advocacy refers to the persuasiveness of advertising, which disturbs critics who
think that advertising should be objective, informative, and neutral. Accuracy is related to
matters of perception. A consideration like “Will buying the new car make me more attractive
to the opposite sex?” may be a message that is implied by the situations pictured in the ads.
Such innuendos in messages we see or hear cause concern among advertising critics, espe-
cially when they are aimed at more vulnerable groups (e.g. children, elderly or disabled).
(ibid)

                                                                
1 Controversial = causing a lot of disagreement, because many people have strong opinions about the subject
being discussed (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 1995)
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The last ethical issue brought up by Wells et al (2000), acquisitiveness, has to do with adver-
tising as a symbol of our society’s preoccupation with accumulating material objects. The
never-ending exposure to a vast amount of changing, newer and better products make critics
claim that we become convinced that we must have these products. However, advertising also
allows people to see and choose among different products, thus offering choices and incen-
tives that we can strive for if we want to. Ultimately, state Wells et al, consumers make the
final decision. (ibid) Wiles, Wiles and Tjernlund (1995) add that advertising also is a source
of information about values, beliefs, and lifestyles of a culture, and that it can be seen as a
mirror of social conditions, which exist in reality. Moreover, advertising is not always about
stimulating demand for commercial purposes (Wells et al, 2000). It can also be used for pub-
lic information efforts, such as campaigns for breast cancer awareness or other health issues.
Another positive way of using advertising is public service announcements for a good cause
that run free on broadcast media, e.g. the Red Cross. (ibid)

Wells et al (2000) discuss six ethical key issues: puffery, children’s advertising, controversial
products, subliminal advertising, stereotyping, and taste. Puffery is when advertising praises
the item to be sold with subjective opinions, superlatives, or exaggerations, stating no specific
facts. Advertising to children and advertising of controversial products (e.g. alcohol, tobacco,
or gambling) are frequently debated issues, and are often subjects for laws and regulations.
Subliminal messages in advertising are transmitted in such a way that the receiver is not con-
sciously aware of receiving them, and are therefore considered to be ethically dubious. (ibid)

Stereotyping involves presenting a group of people – often women, sexual or ethnic minori-
ties, or the elderly – in an unvarying pattern that lacks individuality. Wells et al (2000) point
out that “the issue of stereotyping is connected to the debate about whether advertising shapes
society’s values or simply mirrors them” (p. 37). Wiles, Wiles and Tjernlund (1995) contend
that advertising stereotypes are sexist and portray men and especially women in inaccurate,
outdated and demeaning roles. This way, stereotyping is closely connected to the issue of
good taste in advertising. Wells et al (2000) claim that it is difficult to create general guide-
lines for this, since the ideas of what constitutes good taste vary a lot. Taste issues can be di-
vided into those concerning the product itself, including product category and the time for
receiving the message, and current taste issues that mostly focus on the use of sexual appeals,
nudity, vulgarity, and violence. Although the use of sex in advertising is not new, the blatancy
of its use is. (ibid)

The increased use of sexual allusions can be an indication of that advertising needs stronger
and stronger expressions to be noticed at all. Advertising copywriter Göran Tivenius believes
that it will become even more difficult for advertisers to reach through. (Forsberg, 2000) Sev-
eral authors (Severn and Belch, 1990; Smith, Haugvedt, Jadrich & Anton, 1995) refer to re-
search showing that sexual appeals has become more explicit, using illustrations containing
nudes and suggestions of intercourse more frequently. It has been suggested that the devel-
opment within advertising shows increasing tendencies to an approach towards pornography,
where the male sexuality is the norm (Gustafsson, 1994). However, even though the main
criticism regarding sexual allusions in advertising has been aimed against the portrayal of
women, men are also from time to time objectified (ibid). Gustafsson (1994) points out that
men more often are portrayed naked, and pictures of men in advertisements can also have
sexual allusions. Severn and Belch (1990) state that the amount of male/female contact in
advertisements tripled during a 20-year period. In this discussion, it must also be noted that
sex in advertising does not consist only of blatant nudity and explicit sexual appeals. It also



Introduction

6

includes devices so subtle that it takes a trained observer to recognize them. (Schiffman &
Kanuk, 1997)

What is then the benefit of using sexual allusions in advertising? According to Schiffman &
Kanuk (1997), the answer is simple: few appeals in advertising equal the attention-getting
value of sex. Gould (1994) contends that the “main mechanism” for sexual appeals in adver-
tising probably lies in their arousing, energizing and attentional qualities. Skilful manipulation
of sexual appeals in visual images, in copy, or in both may arouse subconscious desires that
result in purchase of goods or services (Schiffman & Kanuk, 1997). There are however sepa-
rate opinions about this. LaTour and Henthorne (1994) comment that “the age-old notion that
sex sells may now be an unduly risky assumption” (p. 90). They mean that advertisers’ con-
cern is to determine the point at which a sexual appeal may be viewed as unethical and there-
fore become counter-productive (ibid). Severn and Belch (1990) also suggest a risk with the
use of sexual appeals in advertising, namely that people can perceive the advertised product to
be of low quality, thus the company may be in danger of getting a bad reputation.

Another frequently discussed area within advertising is the risk that it may contribute to eat-
ing disorders and distorted body ideals. Göran Carlsson, clinic manager at the special clinic
for anorexia and bulimia in Mora, Sweden, is of the opinion that the thin body ideal is partly
to blame for the existence of these diseases. He means that if the voluptuous women pictured
by Swedish painter Zorn had been displayed in advertising today, the illnesses anorexia and
bulimia would have been only half as widespread as they are now. (Gustafsson, 1992)
Carlsson’s opinion is supported by the British Medical Association (BMA), which has pre-
sented a report where the doctors emphasize the necessity of showing “more realistic body
shapes in TV and fashion magazines” (Sundvall, 2000). The BMA concludes that advertising
and fashion magazines containing abnormally thin bodies give young women complexes and
leads to that many starts dieting, which usually is the triggering factor to eating disorders.
However, several model agencies reply that the whole issue equally concerns the consumer
who wants their “products”. A spokesman for one of the British model agencies claims that
“it is about money, and these models are simply selling”.  (ibid)

It can be contended that advertising never is objective and neutral. Some pose the question
about whether the use of sexual allusions and certain body ideals should be seen as unethical,
or if it simply is an expression of good or bad taste. (Peterson, 1995) Either way, these issues
are inevitably leading to an ongoing debate on how, or if, ethical standards can be developed
in order to control and/or regulate advertising (Boddewyn, 1991; Prendergast, 1998). As
Prendergast (1998) puts it, the conclusion that the current thin body ideal is partly to blame
for the increasing incidence of eating disorders among young women is not a basis for rec-
ommending legislation against the use of thin models. Instead of developing laws against the
use of sexual allusions and body ideals in advertising, industry self-regulation as well as so-
cial responsibility is often suggested (ibid).

Waller (1999) states that in recent years there has been a growing interest in industry and
press publications about controversial advertising. Waller (1999) also claims that there has
been a growing number of examples of such advertising (perceived to be unethical), which
indicate an up-and-coming area of continuing research. Although there has been considerable
research regarding ethical issues within various business contexts, most of the ethics articles
focus primarily on why and how marketers engage in unethical behaviour, or address the
broad societal implications of advertising (Simpson, Brown & Widing, 1998; Treise &
Weigold, 1994). In addition, other authors who have studied ethics in advertising from a con-
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sumer perspective are pointing out the need for more research within this field (e.g. LaTour &
Henthorne, 1994; Gould, 1994; Simpson et al, 1998). Considering the above discussion, we
find it very interesting to examine the perceptions that Swedish consumers may have about
ethical issues in advertising. Within the span of advertising that often is referred to as contro-
versial, interesting subjects for discussions about ethics can be found. From this problem dis-
cussion, we can then derive the purpose of the study.

1.3 Purpose

The purpose of this thesis is to gain a better understanding of Swedish consumers’ perceptions
of ethically acceptable or unacceptable advertising.

1.3.1 Research questions

Three research questions have been outlined. When answered, they will help to reach the
stated purpose of the thesis.

- How can ethical vs. unethical advertising be described?
- How can the risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising be described?
- How can the control and regulation of ethics in advertising be described?

The reason for using the word “controversial” in the second research question is that we do
not want to determine before collecting data that a certain kind of advertising is unethical.
“Controversial advertising”, as previously stated, refers to advertising that is causing a lot of
disagreement, because many people have strong opinions about the subject being discussed.
Then, within the span of controversial advertising, there are advertisements and commercials
that by some people, or many, can be perceived as unethical. The second research question
aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of Swedish consumers’ perceptions of what risks
and disadvantages controversial, and thereby possibly unethical, advertising may bring with
it.

1.4 Demarcations

In order to narrow the scope of the study, we have chosen to focus on Swedish consumers’
perceptions of two areas concerning ethics in advertising, namely sexual appeals2 and body
ideals. These subjects were chosen since they are frequently discussed in media and have a
tendency to stir up debates regarding possible risks connected to them. In addition, companies
and advertising agencies are continually exposing beautiful and slim people in “sexy” situa-
tions in their advertisements, which very well can be taken as an evidence of that sex and
beauty still sells. We also find sexual appeals and body ideals in advertising to be very inter-
esting subjects for discussion about control and regulation, since the usage of these images
basically can be seen as a matter of good taste. It seems very likely that it is difficult for most
non-autocratic nations to develop standards for how to control and/or regulate such “taste is-
sues”.

                                                                
2 Sexual appeals will throughout the thesis also be referred to as sexual allusions or sex appeals
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1.5 Outline of the study

As shown in figure 1.1 below, this thesis consists of six chapters. Chapter one started with a
background to the subject of the thesis, and then moved on to a discussion of the more spe-
cifically studied problem area. This problem discussion ended in a statement of the purpose of
the study. Three research questions were outlined in order to help the researchers fulfil this
purpose. Finally, demarcations of the problem area were stated. Chapter two will provide the
reader with an overview of previous studies relevant to the purpose of this thesis. How the
research was conducted and which methodological choices that were made, is described in
chapter three. Then, the empirical data that was collected are presented in chapter four. The
collected data is then compared with relevant theories by making an analysis, which is pre-
sented in chapter five. Finally, chapter six consists of the findings and conclusions, as well as
some implications, which we have been able to derive from our research.

    Figure 1.2: Outline of the study

1. INTRODUCTION

2. REVIEW OF LITERA-
TURE

3. METHODOLOGY

4. EMPIRICAL DATA

5. ANALYSIS

6. FINDINGS AND
CONCLUSIONS
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2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This chapter will present theories that are relevant to the research questions outlined in
chapter 1. First, previous studies regarding ethical vs. unethical advertising are described,
with the main focus on sexual appeals and body ideals. Further, theories concerning risks and
disadvantages with controversial advertising will be presented, starting with the risks of con-
troversial advertising in general and then narrowing the subject to concern only the two de-
marcated areas. Finally, theories about the control and regulation of ethics in advertising
will be described.

2.1 Ethical vs. unethical advertising

In this section, studies concerning ethics in advertising will be reviewed. First, two studies
dealing with general ethical issues in advertising will be presented, in order to provide an
overview of the subject. Then, the major part of this section concerns theories dealing with
the two focused areas of sexual appeals and body ideals.

“Soft” issues in advertising
In a discussion about ethics in advertising, Boddewyn (1991) makes a distinction between
“hard” and “soft” issues, stating that hard matters center on the deceptive character of ads as
well as on the proper substantiation of advertising claims. Soft matters, on the other hand, are
more difficult to define and handle as they reflect a large variety of personally subjective and
historically changing values and attitudes. The soft issues can be defined under five major
subcategories, all based on the assumption that decency refers to conformity to recognized
standards of property, good taste and modesty:

1. Controversial behaviours (e.g. drinking, gambling and contraception)
2. The promotion of “unmentionable” or “offensive” goods and services (e.g. feminine-

hygiene products, funerals, toilet paper, contraceptives, and massages)
3. The communication of messages about cigarettes, alcohol, pornography, violent films

and other “mentionable” items whose consumption is considered undesirable by some
groups or the government.

4. The use of tasteless images, vulgar language and offensive appeals.
5. Sex in advertising, which is the focus of Boddewyn’s research, includes four different

categories:
a. Sexism, which concerns distinctions that diminish or demean one sex in com-

parison with the other, particularly through the use of sex-role stereotypes.
b. Derogatory references to sex, race, age, social status, or handicaps.
c. Sexual imagery or suggestiveness as a primary attention-getter for ads, some-

times combined with the depiction of violence against women.
d. Sexual objectification, which refers to using women (mostly) as decorative or

attention-getting objects, with little or no relevance to the product advertised.
(ibid)

Offensive advertising
Waller (1999) states that it is important to determine what causes people to be offended by a
particular advertisement. In a study examining attitudes towards offensive advertising, Waller
(1999) asked respondents to state how offensive they found the advertisements of 15 different
products/services/ideas. This resulted in the following list (ranging from most to least offen-
sive): Racially extremist groups, religious denominations, female hygiene products, ciga-
rettes, political parties, gambling, funeral services, female contraceptives, weight loss pro-
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grammes, sexual diseases, condoms, alcohol, male underwear, female underwear, and phar-
maceuticals. (ibid) Waller (1999) also gave the respondents a list of reasons why advertise-
ments could be perceived as offensive, containing the following: “sexist”, “nudity”, “racist”,
“indecent language”, “anti-social behaviour”, and “subject too personal”. (ibid)

The results showed that advertisements that can be perceived as “racist” were considered to
be the most offensive by both men and women. The second most offensive category was
“anti-social behaviour”, followed by “sexist”, “subject too personal”, and “indecent lan-
guage”. Nudity was perceived to be the least reason for personal offense. (ibid) Waller (1999)
comments that female respondents tended to be significantly more offended by all the reasons
given than the males. Sexist advertisements showed a very significant difference between
male and female respondents, since women took much larger offense by these. It is assumed
that females would be more offended by sexist advertisements than males as women are usu-
ally the targets of sexist comments, images, etc. Regarding “nudity”, some male respondents
suggested that an extra category should be added dealing with homosexual behav-
iour/characters in advertisements. (ibid) Waller (1999) concludes that although some cam-
paigns aim to be controversial, care should be taken to ensure that they are not racist, sexist,
contain anti-social behaviour or indecent language, particularly when targeting the female
market.

Definitions of sexual appeals in advertising
Reichert and Ramirez (2000) contend that despite the prevalence and research into sexual
appeals and their effects, there has not been much discussion about what really constitutes a
sexually oriented appeal. In advertising research, sexual appeals have typically been defined
based on overt message features (e.g. nudity, decorative models) rather than on recipients’
responses. (ibid) Reichert and Ramirez (2000) organise the definitions of sexual appeals
within two categories; nudity and suggestiveness. Nudity is referred to as the amount and style
of clothing worn by models in ads, and also as progressive stages of undress (e.g. suggestive,
partially-revealing, or nude). However, the authors argue that nudity is neither necessary nor
sufficient for an ad to be perceived as sexual. Suggestiveness is a less concrete category com-
pared to nudity, as suggestive references to sex are implied or subtle. This has been defined as
ads that have sexual stimuli that triggers or arouses ideas about sex in a person’s mind. The
suggestive categorisation of sexual appeals in advertising is broad, as it encompasses camera
angles, editing, seductive language, couples, double entendre, and sexual behaviours. (ibid)

Reichert and Ramirez (2000) sought to discover what receivers find sexual in advertising, and
to determine if and to what extent gender differences influenced participants’ meanings. They
contend that gender is an important determinant of evaluations and interpretations of ads with
sexual content. The authors found out that physical features (clothing, physical attractiveness
and physique) were by far the most common thing considered to be sexy in advertising, which
supports the most commonly used definition of sexual appeals in advertising research, namely
attractive nude or semi-nude models. The second largest category identified by respondents to
be sexy was the model’s movements and verbal and nonverbal communication, followed by
contextual features (e.g. romantic settings, photographic effects, exotic locales), and physical
distance or relative interactions between the models. (ibid)

Differences between males and females were also discovered in Reichert and Ramirez’ (2000)
study. Among other things, they conclude that men are more visually-oriented than women in
regard to sexual arousal, but women perceive contextual features like romantic settings and
music, exotic locales and hazy shadows more to be more sexy than men do. Also, females
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emphasize relatedness and emotional intimacy between couples, while men appear to be more
body-centered. However, no gender difference was discovered in the “movement” category,
which may mean that women as well as men are aroused by the demeanour and behaviour of
models in advertising. (ibid)

Reichert and Ramirez (2000) recommend that sexually oriented appeals in advertising should
be defined as appeals perceived as sexual by the receiver. Sexual information in ads can be
represented by a variety of stimuli, but it usually consists of physical features of people (e.g.
clothing, attractiveness, physique), provocative behaviour and demeanour, intimate interac-
tion between people, and contextual features. (ibid)

Consumer perceptions of sex appeals in advertising
In 1994, Treise and Weigold made a study with the purpose to explore consumer perceptions
of controversial advertising practices. The focus of the study was on two exemplars of con-
troversial targeting strategies (targeting children and minorities) as well as on two exemplars
of controversial message strategies (the use of fear appeals and the use of sex appeals). Re-
garding the use of sex appeals in advertising, Treise and Weigold (1994) consider the focus
on women as sex objects to be particularly troublesome. The sexually explicit ads that are
employed for a lot of different products negatively portray women solely in terms of one na r-
row and stereotypically presented aspect of their gender roles: as sex objects. (ibid)

Treise and Weigold (1994) contend that although it is often believed that “sex sells”, it does
not do so without creating some controversy. This statement is supported by the study, as the
sample’s responses showed that large numbers of consumers are troubled by the use of sex
appeals. While most respondents felt that sex appeals for certain products are acceptable if
done tastefully, a majority believed that there is too much sex in current advertising, and that
nudity is not appropriate for general interest magazines. More than half of the respondents
also thought that sexy ads play a role in fostering teenage sexuality, a view that the authors
find particularly interesting considering current problems of teenage sexuality, pregnancy and
sexually transmitted diseases. (ibid)

LaTour and Henthorne (1994) discuss a spectrum of sexual appeals that may be viewed as a
narrow to broad continuum. The narrow range of this continuum covers material that shows
explicit nudity or portrayals of the sex act itself. In contrast, the broad range encompasses
material that is not overtly sexually explicit, e.g. attractive, “sexy” dressed couples in subtle
but sensual poses. The authors state that the use of sexual advertising continues to be a con-
troversial topic, “as evidenced by the strength and variability of reactions to it” (ibid, p. 82). It
is however difficult for advertisers to determine whether viewers will perceive ads containing
provocatively posed and attired models as “sexy” or “sexist”, due to the continually changing
attitudes in society toward the whole issue of sex and what is considered to be decent and ac-
ceptable. (ibid)

In order to discuss the role of ethics in advertising, LaTour and Henthorne (1994) bring up the
fundamental concepts contained in normative ethical theories of moral philosophy. Such theo-
ries can generally be classified as either teleological or deontological. While teleological phi-
losophies focus primarily on the consequences of individual actions and behaviours, deon-
tological philosophies focus on specific actions or behaviours of the individual without regard
to the consequences of the actions. The authors contend that it is not realistic to believe that
individuals make ethical decisions or judgments strictly on the basis of either teleology or
deontology. Thus, the use of a controversial ad stimulus may evoke an array of related teleol-
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ogy- and deontology-based responses on a single dimension of ethical evaluation. In other
words, the individual is balancing and blending the joint requirements of a deontological-
teleological process. (ibid)

LaTour and Henthorne (1994) formulate two hypotheses: First, an ad that contains a strong
overt sexual appeal will result in significantly less favourable response on moral philosophical
ethical dimensions than an ad that contains a mild sexual appeal. Second, an ad that contains a
strong overt sexual appeal will result in significantly less favourable attitude towards the ad,
attitude toward the brand, and purchase intention than an ad that contains a mild sexual ap-
peal. The authors found general support for both stated hypotheses. Regarding hypothesis 1,
the use of a highly sexual theme in a print ad was not as well received and was in fact viewed
as less ethically “correct” than use of a mild sexual version of the ad. Both men and women
expressed serious ethical concerns about the use of the overtly sexual ad, but women reacted
more strongly than men did. Also regarding hypothesis 2, the attitude of women was signifi-
cantly more negative than that of their male counterparts. (ibid)

LaTour and Henthorne (1994) conclude that both men and women have potential ethical con-
cerns about the use of strong overt sexual appeals in advertising. However, they also point out
that whether or not the use of a sexual appeal is perceived as “degrading” is a function of pre-
existing sensitivities and awareness of the social issues surrounding such portrayals. For ex-
ample, sex objectification of women is very much in the eyes of the beholder, and is a direct
function of the extent to which an individual shares the opinions of the women’s movement.
The authors stress that advertising operates within the parameters established by society. As
the ethical considerations of society change over time, the authors state that what is consid-
ered appropriate and acceptable in advertising must also change. (ibid)

Consumer responses to nudity in advertising
Smith, Haugtvedt, Jadrich and Anton (1995) have studied how partially nude models in ad-
vertising influence consumer reactions and judgments. The authors refer to previous studies,
where a common finding is that nudity or sexual content actually reduces a consumer’s prob-
ability of remembering the brand. One explanation for such findings is that sexual stimuli
draw attention away from brand information.  It is also suggested that nudity or sexual content
in an ad increase consumer arousal3, which may be partially responsible for consumers’ in-
creased recognition of ads containing sexual appeals. Taken together, this research means that
nudity or sexual content in advertising increases recognition of advertisements, but at the
same time, it decreases memory of the brand. (ibid)

Smith et al (1995) further note that it has been found that males respond more positively than
do females to female nudity, and female subjects are more favourable toward male nudity
than are male subjects. The authors find it reasonable to assume that arousal elicited by
viewing ads containing same-sex nudity is more likely to be negative than the arousal elicited
by opposite-sex nudity (assuming a heterosexual sample). Also, it has been frequently con-
cluded that nudity works better for some products, such as alcoholic beverages or fragances,
than for others, such as a construction company. The reason for this probably is that sex is a
relevant dimension of appeal for some products, but not others. (ibid)

In their study concerning consumer responses to nudity in advertising, Smith et al (1995) let
participants view ads containing one of three forms of nudity: male, female or both male and
female. The results showed that male participants had more favourable thoughts and evalua-
                                                                
3 Arousal = excitement, especially sexual excitement (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 1995)
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tions than female in response to ads containing either female nudity or both male and female
nudity. However, when the ads contained male nudity, the female subjects had more favour-
able thoughts and evaluations than did male subjects. (ibid) Smith et al (1995) conclude that
these results support the notion that gender is an important moderator of responses to ad nu-
dity. Regarding the effects of arousal, the authors could not establish any direct links between
arousal and actual consumer behaviour. Therefore, it is implied that the negative reactions that
some consumers have to nudity in ads will not translate into changes in their consumption
patterns. (ibid)

Effects of sexual appeals in advertising
Gould (1994) means that the use of sexual appeals in advertising is constantly contested in
terms of ethics and morality. The issue is based in complex subjective and socially/culturally
constructed roots and values. Sexual appeals can be differentiated according to the other ap-
peals with which they are mixed. Within the area of sexually explicit material in general, sex
researchers distinguish violent and degrading forms of pornography from what they call
“erotica”. By using sexual appeals (in the form of erotica, e.g. a sexy model) in advertising,
products are “sexualised”, and there is no doubt that advertisers consciously use such appeals
to make their products more attractive to consumers. Products that already have sexual con-
notations may have them enhanced by additional eroticism, while products with few sexual
connotations may become sexualised through the use of erotic images and/or words in ads.
(ibid)

How people perceive sexual allusions in advertising also depends on whether they are eroto-
philic or erotophobic, according to Gould (1994). These are opposite to each other regarding
their attitude toward sexual matters, erotophilic people being positive and erotophobic being
negative. Other personal variables that can influence one’s ethical attitude to sexual appeals in
advertising include love style (e.g. being more sexual vs. seeking more companionship), sex-
ual experience, stage of sexual development, general religiosity, political views, and general
ethical stances. On a more societal level, choice enhancement proponents (e.g. some advertis-
ers and liberals) seek to extend the boundaries of what is permissible, whereas those who are
for consumer protection (e.g. certain feminists and conservatives) seek to restrict these ap-
peals. (ibid) Finally, Gould (1994) suggests two ways to overbuild any possible negative ef-
fects of sexual appeals on the audience: sex education, which can help to counteract the nega-
tive effects of violent and degrading pornography, thus minimizing negative effects of sexual
advertising, and segment management, which isolates negatively affected segments from oth-
ers, for example by running sexual appeals ads in certain time spots and/or media.

Body ideals and feminism
Lavine, Sweeney and Wagner (1999) tell us that norms of feminine beauty in Western culture
have varied considerably over time. Although a roundish body shape once impersonated fe-
male attractiveness, the present times has an ideal that emphasizes a slender body. The
authors discuss whether feminists4 might be more likely to reject sexist images portrayed in
advertising, and also if they may remain relatively impervious to any such influence. They
point out that feminists report lower level of body dissatisfaction than do nonfeminists, and
they are more rejecting of society’s emphasis on female thinness. Moreover, those with tradi-

                                                                
4 Feminist = A person whose beliefs and behavior are based on feminism, which means 1) Belief in the social,
political, and economic equality of the sexes; 2) The movement organized around this belief (The American
Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 2000)
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tional gender-related attitudes may be either less likely to perceive the sexist content of the
advertising or less likely to reject the content even if they are aware of it. (ibid)

The purpose of the study conducted by Lavine et al (1999) was to evaluate whether exposure
in advertising that pictures women as sex objects influences women’s and men’s perception
of, and satisfaction with, their own bodies. To test this, the authors exposed male and female
participants to either sexist or non-sexist advertisements. Their findings were that partici-
pants’ levels of feminism conditioned explicit attitudinal reactions to the sexist and non-sexist
advertising. That is, feminists held more negative attitudes toward the sexist advertising than
did nonfeminists, and feminists held more negative attitudes toward the sexist than the non-
sexist advertising. In addition, the feminist women did not perceive that they were influenced
regarding body ideals and satisfaction with their own bodies. (ibid)

A second noteworthy aspect of the results of Lavine et al (1999) was that the influence of ex-
posure to sexist ads increased body dissatisfaction among men as well as women. The studies
conducted by Lavine et al (1999) also suggest that the influence of exposure to sexist stimuli
on body image may be greater among traditional than feminist women. To sum the authors’
findings up, the female sex object subtype might activate not only culturally desired attributes
of women but also activate desired attributes of and expectations for men. This is particularly
likely to have occurred as the sexist advertising that they employed also portrayed especially
attractive, athletic, and/or muscular men. Thus, portrayals of idealized male muscularity and
beauty may shape the body images of men just as portrayals of female thinness and beauty
shape the body images of women. (ibid)

Body ideals and female body image
Prendergast (1998) has in his report tried to synthesize evidence that shows whether or not
there is a relationship between the portrayal of thin models in advertising and the presence of
eating disorders amongst young women. He claims that if a model is slim, she is also por-
trayed as being beautiful and sexually desirable. The problem is that in reality few females
actually meet the standard of slimness, which is portrayed in advertising as being desirable.
(ibid)

According to Prendergast (1998), a body image is a mental construction, not an objective
evaluation. It seems like the body image is unstable and responsive to social cues, such as
advertising (ibid). Prendergast (1998) further refers to Bell (1991), who suggests that a young
woman constructs her present body image upon four reference models:
- socially represented ideal body
- her internalised ideal body
- her present body image
- her objective body shape.
Objective body shape, what one really looks like, is limited by one’s perceived body image
(Prendergast, 1998). The body shape is never really seen objectively but always through the
perceived veil of one’s present body image. The socially represented ideal body is absorbed
from cultural representations of physical beauty ideals. In western culture, the ideal may be
represented most forcefully through the mass media. Individuals internalise a social model of
the ideal body image. (ibid) Prendergast (1998) suggests that some women model5 themselves
on the thin models used in advertising. People change their behaviour because they observe
the behaviour of others, and then they imitate others when they see that it leads to positive
                                                                
5 Model yourself on someone = to try to be like someone else because you admire them  (Longman Dictionary of
Contemporary English, 1995)
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consequences. For instance, an advertisement may show a thin female model being dated by a
handsome, well-dressed man. Thus the modelled behaviour (a thin figure) is shown as having
reinforcing consequences (attention from attractive men). (ibid) Prendergast (1998) conclude
that women receive far more media messages emphasizing the importance of being thin than
do men.

Social comparisons and advertising
Lennon, Lillethun and Buckland (1999) have done research focusing on social comparison
processes in the context of apparel and beauty product advertisements. The authors state that
the effects of physical attractiveness may be more important for women than for men, and that
the physical attractiveness of women is more important to men than the physical attractive-
ness of men is to women. As a result, as compared with a man, a woman’s physical attrac-
tiveness is more likely to affect her social opportunities. (ibid) Lennon et al (1999) also point
out that women are socialized to be interested in maintaining an attractive physical appear-
ance in which a major component is a thin body. From a traditional gender role perspective it
has been more important for women to be evaluated positively in terms of attractiveness, than
to be evaluated positively in terms of intelligence. (ibid)

The purpose of the research conducted by Lennon et al (1999) was to investigate the relation-
ships among idealized images in advertising, self-esteem, attitudes toward social comparison,
and body image in a situation where social comparison could occur. The authors used the so-
cial comparison theory as a framework to explain how and why people evaluate themselves in
comparison with others. They point out that comparing oneself with someone inferior in ap-
pearance is associated with higher self-esteem, whereas comparing oneself with someone su-
perior in appearance is associated with lower self-esteem. (ibid)

Lennon et al (1999) contend that subjects who were exposed to images of idealized models
reported less comparison than subjects who where exposed to either no models or average-
looking models. Thus, those who were exposed to the idealized models may have dismissed
them as not relevant for comparison. Moreover, the participants in the study either did not
compare themselves with the advertising images or, if comparison did occur, body image was
not affected by it. The authors also came to the conclusion that perceived characteristics of
ads differed as a function of the advertising image. This suggests that average models might
be a better choice than idealized models in clothing and beauty product ads in terms of at-
tracting attention and influencing purchases. (ibid) The results of Lennon et al (1999) were
consistent with some previous research concerning advertising images’ effect on female self-
esteem, suggesting that if media images are seen as unrealistic or idealized, they might be
dismissed as not self-relevant and thus not have any effect on self-esteem and body image.

Lennon et al (1999) finally identify a weakness in their study, as a large proportion of their
studied subjects were textile and clothing majors. These students had maybe achieved knowl-
edge about advertising and its possible negative effects on self-esteem and body image, thus
protecting them from upward social comparisons. (ibid)

Thin body ideals in advertising
In 1994, Fay and Price studied body images in advertising. They conducted a study by doing
observations over time in print advertising with the purpose to see if there had been a change
in models’ body shapes. Two magazines were chosen for the investigation, each regarded to
have had a consistently high readership for more than 50 years. The authors gathered data
from every fifth year from each magazine, and came to the conclusion that the body ideal had
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changed quite dramatically. The study showed that models today are less curvaceous and ap-
proximately 8 kgs lighter than the shape of the 1950s, with reductions in the size of shoulders,
chest and hips. This very thin body has been presented in advertising for at least 15 years and
only relatively recently has there been substantial pressure to counteract the advertising im-
ages of extreme thinness. (ibid) Fay and Price (1994) could draw the following results from
the study:
- That there is much advertising which is concerned with dieting, slimming and body con-

trol
- That over the 1970s and 1980s the volume of this advertising increased
- That advertising images of women have become images of very thin women
- That it is usual and normal for adolescent girls and young women to compare their bodies

with advertised images
- That to a greater extent than non-sufferers, anorexics say they are influenced, and their

self-esteem diminished, by advertising images. This is congruent with the low self-esteem
and insecurity of sufferers of other addictive conditions. (ibid)

Advertising and body dissatisfaction
Stephens and Hill (1994) raise the question regarding the nature of the link between advertis-
ing and body dissatisfaction, by looking upon a range of different disciplines written in the
subject. They argue that most eating-disorder specialists are of the opinion that chronic diet-
ing is in turn a direct consequence of social pressure to achieve a nearly impossible thinness.
Advertising has been slandered for maintaining – perhaps even creating – the emaciated stan-
dard of beauty by which girls are taught from childhood to judge the worth of their own bod-
ies. (ibid) Stephens and Hill (1994) refer to Solomon (1992), who points out that “the pressure
to be slim is continually reinforced by both advertising and by peers…We are continually
bombarded by images of thin, happy people” (p. 226).

2.2 Risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising

Studies concerning risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising will be reviewed in
this section. It starts by presenting studies dealing with risks and disadvantages with contro-
versial advertising in general. The focus of section 2.2 is on theories concerning risks and
disadvantages connected to the use of sexual appeals and body ideals in advertising.

Risks/disadvantages connected to controversial advertising in general
Pollay and Mittal (1993) point out that consumer distrust of advertising is of great importance
because it hampers advertising credibility and reduces marketplace efficiencies. Waller (1999)
goes even further, suggesting that offending the public can result in a drop of sales or, at an
extreme, a boycotting of the advertised product. These opinions are supported by Treise and
Weigold (1994), who contend that if consumers find a specific advertising practice to be un-
ethical or immoral, a number of unwanted outcomes may follow. Such outcomes can range
from consumer indifference toward the advertised product to more serious actions such as
boycotts or demands for government regulation (ibid). Boddewyn (1991) holds a similar
view, but adds that new standards of advertising ethics can create displacement problems. She
means that women have begun to become “untouchable” (referring to the new set of norms
and standards regulating sexism in advertising in many countries), and this have led to that
men now are being portrayed more unfavourably. This means that while it is no longer ac-
ceptable to make fun of women, men have become the subject of rough treatment and insult
in advertisements. (ibid)
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Simpson, Brown and Widing (1998) present a model of interpersonal moral choice in which it
is argued that moral beliefs, values, and attitudes of an individual comprise a total system of
personal ethics. This system guides moral judgments and actions in the face of moral or ethi-
cal dilemmas. The authors pose that when consumers view an ad they perceive to be unethi-
cal, they may be faced with an ethical dilemma – to purchase or not to purchase the brand or
product advertised in light of the perceived unethical ad content. Purchase intention is one of
the three advertising response variables that previously have been emphasized in many studies
(including LaTour and Henthorne, 1994, as discussed in section 2.1), the other two being at-
titude toward the ad and attitude toward the brand. Each of these variables may be affected by
ethical perceptions of an ad. (ibid) Simpson et al (1998) also found that there was a strong
relationship between ethical perception of an ad and all variables examined. Findings suggest
that the use of perceived unethical factors in advertisements may significantly affect con-
sumer responses to ads in a negative manner, which means that the use of potentially unethi-
cal ads may have further negative consequences for advertisers (ibid). Simpson et al (1998)
come to the conclusion that it is important to assess consumer ethical evaluations of poten-
tially problematic ads by consumers prior to their use in marketing programs. The authors are
of the opinion that further research should examine various other elements of ad content,
other than sexual embeds, that may be associated with negative or positive ethical judgements
of advertisements. (ibid)

Risks/disadvantages with sexual appeals in advertising
LaTour and Henthorne (1994) refer to past studies of general perceptions of female role por-
trayals, which have shown that if women perceive that they are being portrayed inappropri-
ately, their perception may reduce purchase intention and/or damage sponsor image. The
authors point out that strong overt sexual appeals may not work because of current moral
philosophical sensitivities. For example, sexual ad portrayals that have worked well in the
past may not be as well received in today’s advertising climate because of the focus on the
moral/ethical issues surrounding female role portrayals in advertising as a feminist issue.
(ibid) By referring to Piirto (1989), LaTour and Henthorne (1994) state that a growing seg-
ment of the buying public, many of them women, are fed up with the hard sell of sex. Schiff-
man and Kanuk (1997) mention that not less than 75 per cent of American women aged 35 to
54 claimed to be “frequently” or “occasionally” offended by sex in advertising, while women
over 55 years reported being even more frequently offended. In addition, both men and
women in middle life were more likely than other categories to avoid buying products be-
cause of the sexual content of their advertising. (ibid) Among the entire researched population
referred to by Schiffman and Kanuk (1997), nearly one-third found sexual references or im-
ages in advertising offensive.

According to Gould (1994), studies have shown that watching or reading forms of sexually
explicit material that are mixed and fused with violence may have damaging consequences,
such as sexual violence and hostility toward women. Such outcomes are less likely to occur in
response to watching non-violent erotica (ibid). Gould (1994) also claims that major unin-
tended effects of sexual appeals in advertising are thought to be harmful to women and chil-
dren. Poorly media targeted advertisements with sexual allusions are supposedly harmful for
children to look at. Moreover, critics of sexuality in advertising have noted that it contributes
to disrespect for and objectification of women. It is said to create idealized images of how
women should look and act, ideals that women in reality cannot match. Also, these images are
said to be male-oriented in that the models either are put in ads for men to look at, or for
women to see how they would or should desire to appear to men. As women make social
comparisons between such idealized images and themselves, this can result in that a woman’s
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satisfaction with her own appearance is decreased. (ibid) In addition, Wiles, Wiles and
Tjernlund (1995) suggest that because most people do not perceive these advertising images
as unnatural, this can create serious problems in how a society perceives women.

Other potentially negative side effects of the use of sexual appeals in advertising can be sex-
ual obsessions or gratuitous sex (Gould, 1994). This is supported by Pollay (1986), who notes
that advertising which appeals to sexuality and lust has been interpreted as also promoting
sexual preoccupation, dissatisfaction, and pornography. Gould (1994) concludes that conse-
quences (in terms of unwanted or unintended side effects) of the use of sexual appeals in ad-
vertising, as well as the fundamental moral rightness or wrongness of its use, are of concern.

Another issue raised by Gould (1994) is whether sexual appeals are used with good intentions
by advertisers, or whether they use them in an exploitive and degrading way to appeal to con-
sumers’ “basic instincts” and to cause people to buy “unnoticed” products. Gould (1994) also
asks if sexual appeals are used to promote “a deeper quasi-moralizing agenda, such as the idea
that casual sex among young singles is desirable” (p. 79). Connected to this question is the
issue of sexual harassment 6. An American study among adult consumers showed that 38 per-
cent of women and 23 percent of men felt that sexually charged ads could promote sexual
harassment. (Schiffman and Kanuk, 1997)

Many products, such as perfume or certain clothing, have accompanying sexual cues that are
strongly linked to the main benefit of the product, which is to attract members of the opposite
sex. But what if the central cue for a viewer is not the product message as the advertiser in-
tended, but instead becomes the sexuality itself? (Gould, 1994) Schiffman and Kanuk (1997)
contend that even though sexual themes may attract attention, they rarely encourage curiosity
about the product, because sexual appeals seem to interfere with message comprehension.
Visual sexual elements in the ad are also more likely to be processed than the verbal content,
drawing cognitive processing away from product or message evaluation. The risk of not
making a selling impression by using sexual appeals is even higher if the sexually suggestive
or explicit illustration is not relevant to the advertised product. (ibid) This way, the advertiser
may be “trading persuasiveness for stopping power” (ibid, p. 308). Schiffman and Kanuk
(1997) further point out that female nudity in advertisements may negatively impact the prod-
uct message. Nudity in advertising can cause tension, and high levels of tension are associated
with negative feelings toward the ad (ibid). Gould (1994) poses another questionable risk: is
the sexuality in ads, especially that related to using a product and attracting members of the
opposite sex, regarded as a form of puffery, or do some people take it more literally?

Risks/disadvantages with body ideals in advertising
According to Lennon, Lillethun and Buckland (1999), advertising produces images of beauty
that pressure women to conform to the current ideal body type. They claim that a statistical
deviation has been normalized, leading millions of women to believe that they are abnormal.
The authors refer to previous research, which shows that college women compare themselves
with idealized advertising images, resulting in increased pressure on standards for personal
attractiveness and reduced satisfaction with their own attractiveness, thus resulting in lower
self-esteem. After comparison, subjects with low self-esteem were more likely to report a ten-
dency to have compared themselves with idealized advertising images, than subjects with
high self-esteem. (ibid)

                                                                
6 Harassment = unpleasant or threatening behaviour, or offensive remarks (Longman’s Dictionary of Contemp o-
rary English, 1995)
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Lavine, Sweeney and Wagner (1999) argue that congruent with the increasing norm of thin-
ness, rates of body dissatisfaction and eating disorders among women have risen. They refer
to research on body images that indicates that women consistently perceive themselves as
overweight and report a desire to be thinner. Women also tend to report an ideal body size
that is significantly thinner than their perceived actual body size. The authors also state that
women overestimate both men’s and other women’s preferences for female thinness. (ibid)
Lavine et al (1999) raise the question if the exposure of women as sex objects, beyond its po-
tential effects on women, also influences body perception among men. Such ads portraying
women might increase men’s awareness and concerns about their own body and thus increase
body dissatisfaction among men. In addition, advertising that portray women as sex objects
often also portray especially attractive, athletic or muscular men, thereby causing men to feel
insecure about their bodies through social comparison. If this is the case, such sexist ads may
exert a similar influence on men’s beliefs and satisfaction with their bodies. Moreover, re-
search shows that men, in contrast to women, tend to perceive themselves as underweight and
report a desire to be larger. (ibid)

Stephens and Hill (1994) have a slightly different view on the subject, focusing entirely on
female body ideals. They mention that researchers as well as clinicians have observed that
while a boy learns to view his body primarily as a means of achieving control over the exter-
nal environment, a girl learns that a main function of her body is to attract others. The authors
also point out that women who are very dissatisfied with their bodily structure may be par-
ticularly vulnerable to advertising that features female products with approval of, or models
who exemplify, thinness as a standard of feminine beauty. (ibid) A study conducted by Ste-
phens and Hill (1994) led to the recommendation that advertisers should determine if the use
of beauty stimulates or manipulates consumers. The portrayal of feminine beauty may act
firstly to temporarily lower the body image of women, and secondly unrealistically suggest
that certain products provide ways to correct such physical “flaws” (ibid). Stephens and Hill
(1994) conclude that while the former may exploit women in society, the possible damage of
the latter seems significantly greater.

Prendergast (1998) states that a distortion of a person’s own body image may occur because
of the psychological pressure that results from the contrast between the ideal body image and
the individuals’ objective body shape. Individuals who experience this distortion of body im-
age may begin dieting, which could lead to a pursuit of the ideal body. This can sometimes
lead to eating disorders such as anorexia nervosa and bulimia, or even death. (ibid) Prender-
gast (1998), as well as Fay and Price (1994), points out that during the last two or three dec-
ades the illness anorexia nervosa has increased throughout the Western World.

Fay and Price (1994) are of the opinion that anorexia is an illness associated with upper socio-
economic groups, where there is greater emphasis on social presentation, competition,
achievement and control. The physical and social changes that occur during puberty can be
very challenging and confusing for many teenagers. The authors point out that there may be
feelings of inability to control the body, and being exposed to peer pressure at this time in life
encourages body-image awareness. Moreover, the extensive scope of dieting and dissatisfac-
tion with body-shape among young women and girls has been linked to modelling of images
of women by the media. (ibid) It has been hypothesized that the prevalence of eating disorders
might connect with the Western society’s preoccupation with food, dieting, and being attrac-
tive. In particular, this is obvious in the portrayal of thin models in advertising. (Prendergast,
1998)
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The study conducted by Fay and Price in 1994 (presented in section 2.1.3) led to the conclu-
sion that advertising images comprise one factor that encourages thinness and regards dieting
as normal behaviour for young women. This total cultural pressure, reflected, reinforced and
encouraged by intentionally persuasive advertising images, “encourages” the majority of
adolescent girls and young women to diet at some time. Some will receive approval for their
consequent weight loss, and they will see it as successfully achieving personal control. (ibid)
Fay and Price (1994) also conclude that for a small proportion of these girls and women who
are psychologically and/or sociologically at risk, the desire for weight control and loss be-
comes out of control. For the anorexic girl and women, the pervasive and persuasive adve r-
tising images of thinness may act to justify and reinforce the abnormal behaviour. (ibid)

Prendergast (1998) arrives at a similar conclusion. Evidence from his research leads to that, at
the very least, the use of thin models in advertising is partly to blame for the increasing inc i-
dence of eating disorders amongst young females in western countries. However, the use of
thin models in advertising is seen as a catalyst for, not a cause to, eating disorders amongst
young women. (ibid)

2.3 Control and regulation of ethics in advertising

After reviewing studies concerning ethical vs. unethical advertising and the risks and disad-
vantages connected to controversial advertising, the next issue will be if and how such adve r-
tising should be controlled and regulated. This topic is presented by reviewing studies con-
cerning controlling and regulating ethics in advertising, and especially sexual appeals and
body ideals.

Regulation of sex and decency in advertising
Boddewyn (1991) studies how countries deal with regulation of advertising. The “soft” issues,
as defined in section 2.1, are acknowledged by the International Chamber of Commerce
(ICC), which states in its International Code of Advertising that “advertising should be de-
cent…prepared with a due sense of social responsibility…(and) not be such as to impair pub-
lic confidence in advertising” (quoted by Boddewyn, 1991). The principles of the ICC are
reflected in various clauses on decency, taste, public opinion and social responsibility that are
found in advertising self-regulatory codes and guidelines around the world. (ibid)

National statistics about sex and decency in advertising is according to Boddewyn (1991)
scarce or hard to interpret. Reasons for this situation include that pressure groups often invite
their members or the public to send in an avalanche of complaints, and that many people that
maybe are offended by sexist, sexy and indecent ads do not know how to complain or they
hesitate to do so (ibid). Boddewyn (1991) points out that the issue of sex and decency is con-
stantly in flux, influenced by for example the strengthened moral conservatism in the United
States and the feminist movement in many countries. She further claims that many problems
stem from the inappropriate placement of ads, which means that “narrowcasting” generates
fewer problems than broadcasting. The amount and intensity of advertising also matters, as a
few controversial ads now and then may only irritate a small minority of people, but too many
such advertisements often generate major protests. (ibid)

When it comes to controlling soft advertising issues, including sex and decency, Boddewyn
(1991) states that it is a difficult matter. Besides outright bans and government censorship,
which is quite common in various Moslem and autocratic regimes, there are less extreme but
still effective means of control available. A basic form of control is exerted by the community
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and market, as advertising that offends too many people or particular target segments can re-
sult in wasted advertising expenditures. Many advertisers and agency people also pay atten-
tion to industry and company norms, and it is common that different media vehicles have cri-
teria for accepting or rejecting ads. (ibid) Regarding advertising self-regulation (ASR), Bod-
dewyn (1991) claims that it is well developed in only some 20 – 40 countries, one of them
being Sweden. Not all ASR bodies, however, accept taste-and-opinion complaints. Those who
do tend to refer to prevailing public attitudes and values rather than to emerging or ideal ones,
and they concern themselves only with the content and tone of an advertisement rather than
with whether the product itself may cause offence. Issues such as sexism are still hard for the
ASR bodies to solve, since the societal standards seem to lie exactly between the complaints
of vocal feminists and the silence of most women. Those who distrust other forms of social
control and/or want to translate social causes into laws advocate government regulation. (ibid)
Boddewyn (1991) argues that this also is important when self-regulation is absent or underde-
veloped, and when the local culture feels threatened by foreign messages. The author men-
tions that the Scandinavian countries have been particularly active in regulating sexism. (ibid)

The question that remains to be answered is then: Should sex and decency in advertising be
controlled? The rationales for control – to protect public morals as well as the integrity and
effectiveness of advertising – are broadly accepted by many practitioners. However, the con-
trol of soft issues raises some troubling questions. Firstly, government regulation of advertis-
ing curtails the rights of advertisers to communicate with their publics and of people to re-
ceive information about products. Secondly, industry practitioners may worry about advertis-
ing being made not only to a scapegoat for society’s problems, but also to a vehicle for their
solution. Even if advertisers choose to promote certain lifestyles and avoid others, it is another
matter to require advertising to be an agent of social change by forcing advertisers to exclude
from their ads every possible negative human feature, as well as to foster “better” images of
men, women and families. Thirdly, the origin of the standards regarding sex and decency in
advertising tends to emanate from middle-aged, better-educated upper-middle-class people.
This is seldom the same kind of people that watch a lot of TV or read popular tabloids and
lurid magazines regularly, but they nevertheless are the arbiters of what constitutes “good
taste” in advertising, or are the source of most complaints. (Boddewyn, 1991) Within the
question of standards, Boddewyn (1991) also brings up the double standards that are evident
when comparing advertising and editorial material. That is, the most blatant TV commercials
are bland compared to what appears in television programs, and even ads in sex magazines
are tamer than their editorial content (ibid).

Control and regulation of advertising in Sweden
When it comes to the control and regulation of advertising in Sweden, three instances are in-
volved. First, the Swedish national board for consumer policies (Konsumentverket) deals with
matters regarding advertising that violates the legislation of marketing (Marknadsföringsla-
gen, MfL). However, this law does not regulate unethical advertising, only matters such as
misleading advertising, plagiarism, closing-down sales, and the like. (Marknadsföringslagen,
2000) Reports of unethical advertising are instead made to the council of marketing ethics
(Marknadsetiska rådet, Mer) or the trade and industry’s ethical council against sexist adve r-
tising (Näringslivets Etiska Råd mot Könsdiskriminerande reklam, ERK) (Davidsson, 2000).

The council of marketing ethics, Mer, receives about 10 – 20 reports of unethical advertising
annually, mostly regarding ethnical discrimination. Mer bases its judgement on the rules of
the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC). According to Torsten Brink, secretary of Mer,
the amount of reports to the council is increasing, which he believes is a result of a growing
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public knowledge about the council’s existence. Mr. Brink stresses that the purpose of Mer is
not to judge whether the advertising is good or bad. (Davidsson, 2000)

The absolute majority of all reports concerning unethical advertising in Sweden are handled
by the trade and industry’s ethical council against sexist advertising, ERK. The number of
reports to ERK has been quite stable during the 1990s and usually arrives at somewhere be-
tween 135 and 160 each year. However, neither Mer nor ERK has the authority to impose any
penalties against companies whose advertising is judged as unethical. A conviction in itself,
and the negative publicity that follows, is regarded to be punishment enough. (ibid)

ERK, which is a branch ethical and self-regulation body, was founded in 1989, with the pur-
pose to partly intervene against sexist advertising, partly work against legislation within that
area. The principals for ERK are organisations within the advertising and media industry.
ERK also uses the rules of the International Chamber of Commerce as a foundation for its
judgement, but in addition to these the council uses two special criteria in order to precise
what elements in advertising that can be regarded as sexist:

1. Advertising that portrays either sex purely as a sex object and can be regarded as evi-
dently offensive (offensive advertising),

2. Advertising that directly preserves an anachronistic view on gender roles and where
either sex is portrayed in a disparaging manner (stereotyping advertising).

In three out of four cases, the advertising convicted by ERK has been labeled offensive, most
often against women. In some instances, ERK has claimed advertising to be offensive against
both women and men. The single most common form of statements is however that the con-
victed advertising is regarded to be “offensive against women in general”. (Edman, 1996)

According to Edman (1996), a good 60 % of all reports to ERK are made by a woman or a
group of women. Nothing indicates that women and men report different types of advertising.
In almost seven out of ten cases, the criticised advertising pictures women, while both men
and women are pictured in two out of ten cases. Not more than 2 % of the reported advertise-
ments are images of men only. The daily press is the most common channel for the criticised
advertising – almost half of the reports concerned advertisements in newspapers. About a fifth
are found in direct mail advertising, and 14 % in weekly magazines and popular press. Out-
doors advertising, TV and radio commercials, and advertisements in specialist press each rep-
resent 4 – 7 % of the reports. (ibid)

During the period 1989 – 1995, an average of 12 % of all advertising reported to ERK was
convicted (Edman, 1996). However, there was an obvious trend that an increasing part of the
reports led to conviction, a fact that Edman (1996) refers to the probability that the reported
advertising became more “relevant” to the conviction criteria of ERK than it was earlier. The
council does not take into account the potential penetration of the reported advertising, that is,
the edition or circulation of the advertising medium is not considered in ERK’s judgment.
Neither does the amount of people reporting the same advertisement affect whether there will
be a conviction or not. When ERK acquits an advertisement, it is often because the council
finds a natural connection between the advertised product and a certain degree of nudity, for
example advertising for underwear or skincare products. Such advertising can of course be
convicted if it also contains sexist features. (ibid)
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Edman (1996) states that it most likely is very difficult to extinguish sexist advertising only
by working with a branch ethical council. There has been an ongoing debate about whether
there could or should be legislation against unethical advertising, and Edman (1996) presents
a few arguments pro and against such legislation.

Arguments pro legislation:
- ERK does not have any efficient sanctions against sexist advertising. The negative pub-

licity that follows a conviction is not enough. In addition, negative publicity can some-
times even have a positive effect on sales.

- A law accentuates the position of the society in a more pronounced way when it is legiti-
mised in the democratic process.

- The violence against women is increasing, which partly can be an effect of the objectifi-
cation of women in advertising.

- There are no juridical obstacles for legislation, for example Norway has had a law against
sexist advertising for a long time.

Arguments against legislation:
- Legislation would interfere with the strong press law that is stated in the fundamental law.
- The view on gender roles and ethical values is changing along with society. Therefore it is

not possible to state a norm once and for all, as this would be out of date quite fast.
- Advertising is a mirror of society at large, and therefore a change must come through

moulding of public opinion.
- A law would only convict the gravest advertisements. All other advertising would be seen

as legitimate should ERK’s activity cease.
- The problem of sexist advertising is deeply rooted in society, and can only be meaning-

fully affected by effective information, discussion, debate, and moulding of public opin-
ion. (ibid)
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2.4 Conceptualisation

In order to be able to answer the three research questions that were stated in chapter one, we
have to explain what we will collect our data on. Among the theories presented, we will
choose the concepts that we perceive to be most relevant for our research. This process is
known as conceptualisation or “building a conceptual framework”. Miles and Huberman
(1994) describe the conceptual framework as something that explains, either graphically or in
narrative form, the main things to be studied. Therefore, we will start by outlining concepts
regarding ethical vs. unethical advertising in order to be able to analyse research question one.
The second research question deals with risks and disadvantages with controversial advertis-
ing, and the third with the control and regulation of ethics in advertising. The conceptual
framework connected to these three research questions will be covered in separate sections.
All concepts have been chosen on the basis of their potential strength as topics for data col-
lection.

2.4.1 Research question one – ethical vs. unethical advertising

As stated in the demarcations, the focus of our study is on sexual appeals and body ideals.
The acceptability of sexual appeals in advertising is discussed by several authors. The fo l-
lowing concepts will be looked at and compared to collected data:
- There is a clear connection between gender and ad response. Males are more favourable

than females to ads containing female nudity, but females are also more favourable than
are males toward an ad containing a nude male (Smith, Haugtvedt, Jadrich & Anton,
1995)

- Women hold a significantly more negative attitude toward strong overt sexual appeals in
advertising than men (LaTour & Henthorne, 1994)

- Sex appeals are acceptable if done tastefully (Treise & Weigold, 1994)
- Many people think that there is too much sex in advertising (ibid)

Regarding ethical dimensions of body ideals in advertising, most of the prevalent studies deal
with the risks connected to the current body ideal that is promoted in advertising. Since these
are conceptualised within research question two, we have outlined a few factors considering
ethical vs. unethical advertising regarding body ideals without explicitly discussing the risks
or disadvantages. The following concepts will be used for comparison with collected data:
- Women exposed to idealized (that is, thin) models may dismiss them as not relevant for

comparison (Lennon, Lillethun & Buckland, 1999). In contrast, Fay and Price (1994)
claim that it is usual and normal for adolescent girls and young women to compare their
bodies with advertised images.

- Average looking models might be a better choice than idealized models in ads, in terms of
attracting attention and influencing purchases (Lennon et al, 1999)

2.4.2 Research question two – risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising

Some general risks connected to advertising that is perceived to be unethical are suggested by
different authors. We will utilize the following suggested risks, as we want to investigate if
these actions are likely to occur according to our respondents:
- Offending the public can result in a drop of sales or even boycotting of the advertised

product (Waller, 1999; Treise & Weigold, 1994)
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There are several risks or disadvantages connected to sexual appeals in advertising. We will
base the collection of data within this area on the concepts provided by Schiffman and Kanuk
(1997), adding a suggestion from Gould (1994).
- It is relatively common that women and men feel that sexually charged ads can promote

sexual harassment (Schiffman & Kanuk, 1997)
- Sexual appeals in advertising seem to interfere with message comprehension, which

means that they rarely encourage curiosity about the product (ibid)
- The risk of not making a selling impression is even higher if the sexual appeal is not rele-

vant to the advertised product (ibid)
- Sexually explicit advertising that is mixed with violence may contribute to sexual violence

and hostility toward women (Gould, 1994)

Risks or disadvantages connected to the use of body ideals in advertising focus on their im-
plied contribution to eating disorders and dissatisfaction with the own body. Within this area,
the focus is on the concepts provided by Lavine, Sweeney and Wagner (1999). In addition,
one concept from Prendergast (1998) is included.
- Due to the increasing norm of thinness in advertising, women consistently perceive them-

selves as overweight and want to be thinner. They also overestimate both men’s and other
women’s preferences for female thinness (Lavine, Sweeney & Wagner, 1999)

- Advertising that portray especially attractive, athletic or muscular men may cause men to
feel insecure about their bodies (ibid)

- Men, in contrast to women, tend to perceive themselves as underweight and want to be
larger (ibid)

- The use of thin models in advertising is partly to blame for the increasing incidence of
eating disorders, such as anorexia and bulimia, as it works as a catalyst for such diseases
(Prendergast, 1998)

2.4.3 Research question three – control and regulation of ethics in advertising

Having stated that there are ethical issues and risks within the areas of sexual appeals and
body ideals in advertising, research question three is concerned with how, or if, this kind of
advertising should be controlled or regulated. The conceptualisation of this question is based
on the work of Boddewyn (1991) and Edman (1996). First, an overview is provided by using
Boddewyn’s concepts:

- There are six different means of controlling “soft” issues in advertising (such as sexual
appeals and body ideals):

o Bans and censorship
o Government regulation (legislation)
o Industry and company norms
o Media criteria for accepting or rejecting ads
o Community and market control – if people are offended, advertising expendi-

ture can be wasted
o Self-regulation bodies (Boddewyn, 1991)

The work of the Swedish trade and industry’s ethical council against sexist advertising
(ERK) is described by Edman (1996). The arguments pro and against legislation outlined by
the author will be used for comparison with collected data in order to see if consumers have
similar or different arguments regarding legislation of ethical issues, such as sexual appeals
and body ideals in advertising. We will however not use each of these arguments in order to
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get an opinion about each of them separately. Rather, the aim is to gather data that reflects
the respondents’ own arguments pro and against legislation, and then compare them to the
conceptual framework. Therefore, the variables outlined below will be presented to the re-
spondents after they first have discussed the issue using any arguments they may have of
their own. This way, the theoretical arguments may be dismissed, agreed upon, or ignored by
respondents.

- Arguments pro legislation of ethics in advertising:
o ERK does not have any efficient sanctions against sexist advertising
o A law would better accentuate the position of society
o The violence against women is increasing, which can partly be an effect of the

objectification of women in advertising.
o There are no juridical obstacles for legislation

- Arguments against legislation:
o Legislation would interfere with the strong press law
o The continuous change of norms in society would fast make a law outdated
o Change must come through moulding of public opinion
o A law would only convict the gravest advertisements
o Sexist advertising is deeply rooted in society, and cannot be meaningfully af-

fected by a law. (Edman, 1996)

2.5 Summary

This chapter has provided a literature review within the topic of ethics in advertising. Studies
connected to the three research questions have been reviewed and finally narrowed down into
a conceptual framework. The variables outlined in the conceptual framework are the basis for
our data collection, since they represent the main things to be studied. As we move on to
Chapter 3, we will explain how we collected the data that will help us to answer the research
questions formulated in section 1.3.
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3. METHODOLOGY

The methodology chapter will present how we went about collecting data in order to find the
answers to our research questions, thereby fulfilling the purpose of the thesis. The chapter
starts by stating the purpose of the research, then moving on to research approach and re-
search strategy. Then, a presentation of how the data collection was carried out and how the
sampling was conducted, follows. After explaining the choice of general analytical strategy,
the quality standards of the research are assessed.

3.1 Purpose of the research

To state the purpose of the research means to inform the reader about what one wants to
achieve, and how the result can be used (Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997). The intention
or purpose of a research can be divided into different groups. We have chosen the following
grouping, based on the definitions provided by Eriksson and Wiedersheim-Paul (1997) and
Lundahl and Skärvad (1992), where the purpose can be to explore, describe, or explain.

When the purpose of the study is to explore, it is called exploratory or preparatory. This kind
of research is used when one wants to:
- formulate and precise a problem,
- give the researcher an orientation in the framing of the research questions,
- give the researcher an orientation about what is previously known within the subject,
- achieve a precised and coherent research plan.
Exploratory studies are commonly conducted through expert interviews, literature studies, and
case studies. (Lundahl & Skärvad, 1992)

If the researcher’s purpose is to describe, the study is descriptive. Descriptive research can be
of varying character; one can for example describe conditions, events, courses of events, or
actions. To describe means to registrate and document, and often also to identify and map out.
However, descriptions are not unprejudiced, since descriptive research is conducted from dif-
ferent kinds of starting points. Describing involves a choice of perspective, aspects, level,
terms and concepts, as well as to observe, registrate, systematize, classify, and interpret. A
good description is usually a necessary foundation when the researcher wants to explain, un-
derstand, predict, or decide. (Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997)

When the purpose of the research is to explain, the study is called explanatory. To explain
means to analyse causes and connections. (Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997) The re-
searcher also tries to identify factors that together cause a certain phenomenon (Lundahl &
Skärvad, 1992). Explanations are made from different kinds of starting points, in the same
way as descriptive research. These starting points have to be precised, and they have to in-
form the reader about what the explanation is going to be used for and to whom it is aimed.
When explaining a certain phenomenon, there is not one single model that is the correct one
to use, which means that the researcher has to consider using different models. This also
means that using one single model will not be sufficient to reach a complete explanation.
(Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997)

It is however not necessary to choose one of these purposes for the research. Reynolds (1971)
suggests a compound procedure, which divides the research into three different stages. These
stages consist of exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory studies, as described above. In the
exploratory stage, the research is conducted with the purpose to develop thought-provoking
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ideas. Here, it is important that the research is flexible and that it gives guidelines, which can
be followed during the next stage. In the descriptive stage, then, the goal is to develop thor-
ough descriptions about patterns that were foreseen during the exploratory research. (ibid)
According to Eriksson and Wiedersheim-Paul (1997), descriptive studies are useful when the
researcher has precised what the description will be used for, and what knowledge he/she
wants to achieve. This means that every description must have a purpose in order to be
meaningful. At the explanatory stage, the researcher is looking for a cause and effect relation-
ship. (ibid) The aim is to provide the researcher with a cycle of theory construction, theory
testing, and finally a theory reformulation (Reynolds, 1971).

With respect to the above discussion, we can state that our study at its introductory stage is
exploratory. It is initially aiming to formulate and precise problems, to give us as researchers
an orientation in the question at issue, and to provide an orientation about existing theories in
the subject of the study. However, the focus of our research is descriptive, as we will regis-
trate and document, as well as identify the findings of our research. This will help us to fulfil
the purpose of the study, which is to gain a better understanding of Swedish consumers’ per-
ceptions of ethically acceptable or unacceptable advertising. In addition, our research ques-
tions are formulated as “How can (…) be described?”, which emphasizes the descriptive stage
of the study. A good description also provides a foundation for the explanatory stage. Our
study will have some explanatory features, as we begin to explain while answering our re-
search questions at the end.

3.2 Research approach

Studies can be divided into quantitative and qualitative research, based on the research’s type
of data. Quantitative research tries to explain phenomena with numbers to obtain results, thus
basing the conclusions on data that can be quantified (Lundahl & Skärvad, 1992). This type of
research is characterised by distance and selection, which means that a limited amount of in-
formation is gathered from many research units using systematic and structured observations
(Holme & Solvang, 1991).

In qualitative research, the conclusions are based on non-quantifiable data, such as attitudes,
values, or perceptions. It could however be possible to quantify these data as well. (Lundahl
& Skärvad, 1992) Qualitative research is characterised by closeness to the studied object. It
also means that the researcher wants to gain plentiful information from few research units.
The researcher is therefore not aiming to generalise; instead, the purpose with the qualitative
approach is to gain a deeper understanding of the studied area. (Holme & Solvang, 1991)

The choice of approach should be based on the purpose of the research. We find that it is im-
portant to achieve a closer contact with our studied objects in order to gain a deeper under-
standing of our purpose, especially since we are studying people’s attitudes and perceptions.
Therefore, we have chosen a qualitative approach that enables us to obtain more in-depth in-
formation.

3.3 Research strategy

According to Yin (1994), five different research strategies are available in social sciences:
experiment, survey, archival analysis, history, and case study. Which strategy to choose can
be determined on the basis of the formulation of the research questions, whether control over
behavioural events is required or not, and whether the research focuses on contemporary
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events or not. Regarding research questions, the most common types are formulated as
“who”-, “what”-, “where”-, “how”-, and “why”-questions. “What”-questions are in general
exploratory, which means that each of the strategies can be employed, or they can deal with
general occurrences, which then suggests that surveys or archival analyses are suitable. When
“how-“ or “why-“questions are used, the researcher can benefit by using case studies, experi-
ments, or historical studies. (ibid) An outline of the different available research strategies is
provided in the table below.

Table 3.1: Relevant situations for different research strategies
RESEARCH STRAT-

EGY
Form of research ques-

tion
Requires control over

behavioural events
Focuses on contempo-

rary events

Experiment How, why Yes Yes

Survey How, what, where, how
many, how much

No Yes

Archival analysis Who, what, where, how
many, how much

No Yes/No

History How, why No No

Case study How, why No Yes

Source: Yin (1994, p. 6)

As our study deals with contemporary events, and we do not need to have control over be-
havioural events, the choice stands between conducting a survey and making a case study (or
studies). Our research questions are formulated as “how”-questions, which does not exclude
the survey or the case study. However, as we already have stated that our research will have a
qualitative approach, a survey is not appropriate because of its quantitative character. There-
fore, our choice is to work with case studies. In addition, the qualitative approach requires a
more in-depth understanding of our purpose, which can best be attained by adopting this
strategy. A case study involves a larger amount of details with a smaller number of individu-
als, which makes it possible to achieve a deeper understanding of each individual (Lundahl &
Skärvad, 1992). As we want to make a comparison of perceptions between different consumer
segments by making a cross-case analysis, we have chosen to conduct two case studies.

3.4 Data collection

The research in a report can be based on primary and/or secondary data. Primary data is col-
lected for the first time and for a specific purpose, while secondary data consists of existing
information collected by other researchers. As it is easier to use already existing information,
secondary data are usually used initially. (Lundahl & Skärvad, 1992)

Data collection methods
According to Yin (1994), the information that can be collected through case studies can ema-
nate from six different sources: documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observa-
tions, participant observations, and physical artefacts. No single source has an advantage over
the others. Rather, the different sources of evidence complement each other, since they all
have various strengths and weaknesses. (ibid) The six sources of evidence are presented in
table 3.2 on the following page.
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Table 3.2: Six sources of evidence: Strengths and weaknesses

SOURCE OF EVIDENCE STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES
Documentation - Stable: can be reviewed re-

peatedly.
- Unobtrusive: not created as a

result of the case.
- Exact: contains exact names,

references, and details of an
event.

- Broad coverage: long span of
time, many events, and many
settings.

- Retrievability: can be low.
- Biased selectivity: if collection

is incomplete.
- Reporting bias: reflects (un-

known) bias of author.
- Access: may be deliberately

blocked.

Archival records - (Same as above for documen-
tation)

- Precise and quantitative.

- (Same as above for documen-
tation)

- Accessibility due to privacy
reasons.

Interviews - Targeted: focuses directly on
case study topic.

- Insightful: provides perceived
causal inferences.

- Bias due to poorly constructed
questionnaires.

- Response bias.
- Inaccuracies due to poor re-

call.
- Reflexivity: interviewee says

what interviewer wants to
hear.

Direct observations - Reality: covers events in real
time.

- Contextual: covers context of
event.

- Time consuming.
- Selectivity: unless broad cov-

erage.
- Reflexivity: event may pro-

ceed differently because it is
being observed.

- Cost: hours needed by human
observers.

Participant observations - (Same as for direct observa-
tions)

- Insightful into interpersonal
behaviour and motives.

- (Same as for direct observa-
tions)

- Bias due to investigator’s
manipulation of events.

Physical artefacts - Insightful into cultural fea-
tures.

- Insightful into technical op-
erations.

- Selectivity
- Availability

Source: Yin (1994, p. 80)

When conducting a case study, the researcher should try to use multiple sources of evidence
in order to improve the reliability and the construction validity of the study (Yin, 1994). This
is called triangulation. The most important advantage that can be obtained when using the
method of triangulation is the development of converging evidence, which means that a con-
clusion or a result is more convincing and accurate if it is based on various sources of info r-
mation. (ibid)

Archival records are characterised as precise and quantitative, and therefore they do not suit
the qualitative approach of our study. Physical artefacts are described as insightful when it
comes to cultural features and technical operations, but since our study is concerned with at-
titudinal questions, this type of evidence is not relevant.

In order to collect data for our case study we have chosen to use interviews, documentation
and observations. The interview is chosen as our major primary data collection method be-
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cause of its strength to focus directly on the topic of the case study. The potential disadvan-
tages with an interview are that it can be biased by poorly constructed questions and that there
is a risk for reflexivity, i.e. that the interviewee tells the interviewer only what he/she wants to
hear. Yin (1994) presents three different types of interviews: open-ended, focused, and struc-
tured.

The most commonly used interview method is the open-ended, where the researcher asks the
respondent unstructured questions, thus allowing the interview to be more of a discussion
(Yin, 1994). According to Lundahl and Skärvad (1992), the purpose of unstructured inter-
views is to get the respondent to discuss his/her own values, attitudes, and perceptions. In a
focused interview, the respondent is interviewed during a brief period of time (Yin, 1994).
Still, the character of the interview is open, and it may be conducted by a conversation be-
tween the respondent and the researcher. However, the researcher is most probably following
a questionnaire. The purpose with a focused interview could be to confirm certain facts that
are already known to the researcher. Finally, the structured interview contains structured
questions similar to a survey. (ibid) These questions, as well as the purpose of the interview,
are completely outlined before the interview takes place. The questions are constructed in a
way that allows the researcher to systematically go through of the areas of interest. (Lundahl
& Skärvad, 1992)

The type of interview that will be used in this study is the focused interview. We will use an
interview guide (provided in Appendix 1) to be able to discuss a limited number of issues
connected to the conceptual framework presented in section 2.4. This way, the focused inter-
view can be used to confirm or dismiss certain facts, or in this case, theories. In general, a
focused interview can be conducted by telephone or in person. Telephone interviews are less
costly and time consuming, which makes them useful when contacting a distant respondent
(Lundahl & Skärvad, 1992). Generally, personal interviews can be longer than telephone in-
terviews and include more complex questions. The personal contact during a face-to-face in-
terview enables a better feedback from the respondent. (ibid) However, our focused interview
will be conducted through the use of two focus group interview sessions.

A focus group generally consists of six to ten people led by an interviewer (usually referred to
as the moderator), and the length of the interview is usually about 1 – 2 hours (Krueger, 1994;
Morgan, 1997). The rule of thumb regarding size is conditioned by that the group must be
small enough for everyone to have opportunity to share insights and yet large enough to pro-
vide diversity of perceptions. Focus groups are composed by people who are similar to each
other. The nature of this homogeneity is determined by the purpose of the study and is a basis
for recruitment. (Krueger, 1994) The homogeneity allows for more free-flowing conversation
among participants within groups, and it facilitates analyses that examine differences in per-
spective between groups (Morgan, 1997).

Focus groups produce qualitative data that provide insights to the attitudes, perceptions, and
opinions of participants (Krueger, 1994). An essential feature of the focus group is the use of
interaction between research participants to generate data. Participants are brought together to
engage in a focused discussion around a specific topic or issue and the results are used to in-
crease understanding of that particular subject. (Mitchell & Branigan, 2000) Focus groups are
not intended to develop consensus, to arrive at an agreeable plan, or to make decisions about
which course of action to take (Krueger, 1994). If conducted properly, focus groups can cap-
ture the meaningful experiences and ideas of the participants on a given topic relative to the
research study (Threlfall, 1999).
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According to Krueger (1994), much of the success of the focus group interview depends on
good questions asked to the right respondents, but another ingredient is essential, namely a
skilful moderator. Ideally, the moderator should be neutral and non-judgemental, and this
should be obvious to participants (ibid). The focus group can also be run by a moderator team.
Then, the principal moderator is concerned with facilitating the discussion, keeping conversa-
tion flowing, and taking a few notes. The assistant moderator takes comprehensive notes, op-
erates the recording equipment, and deals with environmental factors (such as noise distrac-
tions) and latecomers. (Mitchell & Branigan, 2000) In addition, the assistant notes the partic i-
pants’ body language throughout the discussion (Krueger, 1994).

In order to map out the possible strengths and weaknesses connected with focus group inter-
views, we have put together table 3.3 below.

Table 3.3: Focus group interviews: Strengths and weaknesses

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES
- A good compromise between the strengths found

in other qualitative methods, as it is a useful com-
bination of participant observations and in-depth
one-to-one interviewing.

- The format allows the moderator to probe7, which
gives flexibility to explore unanticipated issues.

- High face validity as the results are easily under-
stood and seem believable to those using the in-
formation.

- Relatively low cost.
- Can provide speedy results.
- Sample size can be increased as compared to indi-

vidual interviewing.
- Ability to produce concentrated amounts of data

on precisely the topic of interest.
- Valuable source of insights into complex behav-

iours and motivations.

- Less control as compared to the individual inter-
view. Group members can interact and influence
each other, and as a result, they are able to influ-
ence the course of the discussion.

- Bias can come from focus group members who
either want to agree with the moderator (acquies-
cence bias) or want to be regarded in a positive
light generally (desirability bias).

- Data are more difficult to analyse.
- Requires carefully trained interviewers.
- Characteristics of groups can vary considerably.
- Groups are difficult to assemble.
- The discussion must be conducted in an environ-

ment conducive to conversation.
- The findings are not generalizable.

Source: Adapted from Krueger (1994); Mitchell & Branigan (2000); Morgan (1997); Threlfall (1999)

The primary reason to why we have chosen to work with focus group interviews is their abil-
ity to provide insights into the attitudes, perceptions, and opinions of respondents. Also, par-
ticipants are assembled to engage in a focused discussion around our research topic, and the
data collected during this discussion will be used to increase our understanding of that par-
ticular subject. This will help us to fulfill the stated purpose of the study in the best way, as
we want to gain a better understanding of consumers’ perceptions, using a qualitative ap-
proach. In addition, focus group interviews will provide us with a larger amount of data com-
pared to individual interviews, but in the same (or even less) time.

In addition to the focus group interviews, we will use documentation in the form of print ad-
vertisements that will be shown to the group participants, in order to stimulate discussion and
thereby facilitate data collection. As these advertisements are produced by someone else than
us, and for a different purpose, the documentation is regarded as secondary data.

Observations are usually conducted when studying different behaviour or role issues (Lundahl
& Skärvad, 1992). A combination of direct observations and participant observations will be
included as a primary data collection method to a certain extent. The interaction and behav-

                                                                
7 Probe = to ask questions in order to find things out, especially things that other people do not want you to know
(Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 1995)
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iour of the focus group participants will be observed and noted by the assistant moderator,
who then is conducting some direct observations. As the principal moderator guides the group
discussion, and thereby is not only silently watching, this observation can also be seen as par-
ticipant. This will help us to gain some insight into interpersonal behaviour and motives. An-
other form of direct observation will be conducted, as both authors will watch the video re-
corded during the focus group sessions after the actual interviews are completed.

3.5 Sample selection

The purpose of this section is to explain how we have sampled the respondents for the focus
group interviews, as well as the advertisements shown during the focus group sessions.

3.5.1 Choice of respondents

We have chosen Swedish students at Luleå University of Technology as respondents. Stu-
dents are widely used for various kinds of academic research (Smith et al, 1995). The choice
of students as respondents is based on their accessibility and their relative homogeneity re-
garding e.g. age, economic situation, and lifestyle. Morgan (1997) notes that the participants
must feel able to talk to each other, and wide gaps in social background or lifestyle can defeat
this requirement. He further emphasises that the goal is homogeneity in background, not in
attitudes (ibid). Time constraints was also a contributing factor to the choice of respondents,
as it no doubt would have been considerably more time consuming to engage people outside
the university as respondents.

The sampling was conducted by making inquiries among students who knew other students
who were willing to participate. This resulted in two groups of respondents, and in each group
some of the participants were acquainted to each other, and some were not. The mixture of
strangers and acquaintances is not a negative feature in focus groups, since the sampling deci-
sions according to Morgan (1997) should rely on the basic criterion of whether a particular
group can comfortably discuss the topic in ways that are useful to the researcher.

The number of participants in each focus group is based on Krueger’s (1994) and Morgan’s
(1997) recommendations, as described in the previous section. Our aim was therefore to have
at least six participants in each group. The above-mentioned sampling resulted in two groups
consisting of seven women and six men separately. Morgan (1997) points out that segmented8

samples are closely tied to the emphasis on homogeneity in the composition of focus groups.
The most common background variables that are considered in running mixed versus seg-
mented groups are sex, race, age, and social class (ibid). It has been suggested that the sexes
interact differently in mixed groups than in single-sex groups, leading to suggestions of sin-
gle-sex focus groups (Lennon et al, 1999; Waller, 1999). According to Morgan (1997), seg-
mentation by sex is especially useful when the issues raised by a given topic correspond to
differences in perspectives between men and women, which we have found to be the case
regarding many of the issues that are included in the conceptual framework of this study.
Such differences in perspectives may either reduce the comfort level in the discussion or af-
fect how clearly either perspective gets discussed (ibid). Thus, we find strong support for the
use of focus group interviews with a male and a female group as a way of conducting our case
studies.

                                                                
8 Segmentation = the decision to control the group composition to match carefully chosen categories of partici-
pants (Morgan, 1997)
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3.5.2 Choice of documentation

We have chosen to show the focus group participants six print advertisements that have been
published in Swedish magazines (see Appendix 2 – 7). Two of the advertisements show
male/female couples in situations that can be perceived as sexual, and two are picturing a sin-
gle man and a single woman in a way that alludes to sex. The last two advertisements that
were chosen picture one woman and one man respectively, portrayed in such manner that the
body ideals that these two people represent are in focus. The purpose of showing these ads is
to stimulate and facilitate focus group discussions, as well as to provide examples of contro-
versial (and thereby potentially unethical) advertising. Since the time for the focus group ses-
sions is limited to approximately 1½ hour, we have chosen to show the ads in pairs. Another
reason for this decision is that the ads two by two have common themes, as described.

The reason for choosing magazine advertisements is that they provide high quality, enduring
images and a strong, visual impression of the models in their advertising (Wiles, Wiles &
Tjernlund, 1995). The print category occupies the highest percentage of media advertising
expenditures in Sweden, and the average Swedish citizen reads more than three periodicals,
the highest in international periodical statistics (ibid). As we are studying perceptions of ethi-
cally acceptable or unacceptable advertising concerning sexual appeals and body ideals, it is
also interesting to note that general changes in a society’s sexual attitudes are often mirrored
in print advertising, according to LaTour and Henthorne (1994).

Focus group participants were shown the actual print advertisements fitted to dark blue card-
board. This due to that we find that the quality of the images would have been too decreased
if we had copied the ads on transparents and showed them by using an overhead projector.
Also, we find support to this decision from Severn and Belch (1990), who states that exposure
of ads in a more natural magazine format is more desirable than showing the respondents
slides. The larger format of slides or overhead pictures results in a certain degree of “forced
exposure” (ibid), which is something we did not want to achieve.

3.6 General analytical strategy

According to Yin (1994), each case study should begin with a general analytical strategy. The
strategy should help the researcher to choose among different techniques, and also to con-
clude the analysis in a successful way. Yin (1994) suggests two general analytical strategies:
relying on theoretical propositions, or developing a case description. When the researcher
chooses to rely on theoretical propositions, he/she collects data with research questions and
previous studies as a basis. Developing a case description means that the researcher uses a
descriptive way to present the data, but this is seen as less favourable and should only be used
when there is little or no access to previous research. (ibid)

When one of these two strategies has been chosen, and the data has been collected, the re-
searcher can start to process the data in an analytical manner. Miles and Huberman (1994)
describe the qualitative analysis as consisting of three simultaneously occurring flows of ac-
tivities: data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing and verification. Data reduction
should not be seen as a part that is separated from the analysis. Instead, it should be viewed as
an integral part of it. The reduction of data is the part of the analysis that helps the researcher
to choose, focus, and simplify the written information. Also, the data reduction analysis or-
ganises the information in such a way that the researcher can draw and verify final conclu-
sions. The second major analytical activity, data display, helps the researcher to draw conclu-
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sions more easily by displaying the reduced data in an organised, compressed way. As with
data reduction, the stage of data display is a part of the analysis, not separated from it.  Fi-
nally, the researcher moves on to conclusion drawing and verification. At this stage, the re-
searcher begins to decide what things mean by noting regularities, patterns, explanations, pos-
sible configurations, causal flows, and propositions. (ibid) Miles and Huberman (1994) how-
ever point out that such conclusions should be held lightly, while maintaining openness and
some scepticism.

This study will rely on the theoretical propositions that provided the material for introduction,
research questions and literature review. This strategy is advised by Yin (1994), and it is the
natural choice for our research, since we have found plenty of previous studies within our
chosen subject to rely on. When analysing our collected data, we will follow the three steps as
suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994). First, a data reduction will be made through a
comparison between theories and empirical data. This stage is called within-case analysis.
Then, the data is displayed by comparing the two case studies with each other, partly by using
matrices. By conducting this cross-case analysis, we will be able to find similarities and dif-
ferences between the two cases and the corresponding theories. Finally, the conclusion draw-
ing and verification stage is compiled based on the within-case and cross-case analysis.

3.7 Quality standards – validity and reliability

When conducting empirical studies, it is vital that questions and data collection are thor-
oughly prepared, in order to avoid systematic and random errors and to increase the quality of
the research. Two important factors in this context are validity and reliability, since they de-
termine the quality standard of the research.

Validity is defined by Eriksson and Wiedersheim-Paul (1997) as a measuring instrument’s
ability to measure what it is supposed to measure. The term can be divided into internal and
external validity. Internal validity means the correspondence between the terms and the op-
erational (measurable) definitions of them. It is rarely possible to reach 100 % internal valid-
ity. (ibid) However, in most studies (especially causal and explanatory, according to Yin,
1994) it is important to clarify the degree of internal validity. Also, one must be aware of to
what extent the measuring instrument measures too much, too little, or the wrong things.
(Lundahl & Skärvad, 1992) External validity refers to the correspondence between reality and
the value received when using an operational definition. It is independent of the internal va-
lidity, and it cannot be estimated without knowing how the empirical material has been col-
lected and what it looks like. (Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997)

Validity is the most important demand on a measuring instrument. If the instrument does not
measure what it is supposed to, then it will not matter if the measurement itself is good. A
further demand, or way of estimating the quality standard, is reliability. This means that the
measuring instrument (e.g. a questionnaire) gives accurate and stable results. A research with
good reliability involves that another investigator would get the same results if he/she used
the same methods at another point of time and with another sample. In other words, to reach
high reliability the method should be independent of the researcher and the investigated units.
(Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997)
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Four specific tests can be conducted in order to judge the quality of empirical research (Yin,
1994), namely:
- Construct validity: Establishing correct operational measures for the concepts being stud-

ied.
- Internal validity: Establishing causal relationships whereby certain conditions are shown

to lead to other conditions, as distinguished from spurious relationships.
- External validity: Establishing the domain to which a study’s findings can be generalised.
- Reliability: Demonstrating that the operations of a study can be repeated with the same

results. (ibid)

According to Yin (1994), there are a number of tactics that can be used for these four tests
when doing case study research. By using these tactics, the quality of the study can be en-
hanced. The tactics are presented in table 3.4 below.

Table 3.4: Case study tactics for four design tests
TESTS CASE STUDY TACTIC PHASE OF RESEARCH IN

WHICH TACTIC OCCURS
Construct validity - Use multiple sources of evi-

dence
- Establish chain of evidence
- Have key informants review

draft case study report

Data collection

Data collection
Composition

Internal validity - Do pattern-matching
- Do explanation building
- Do time-series analysis

Data analysis
Data analysis
Data analysis

External validity - Use replication (logic in mult i-
ple-case studies)

Research design

Reliability - Use case study protocol

- Develop case study data base

Data collection
Data collection

Source: Yin (1994, p. 33)

We have used multiple sources of evidence (documentation, direct and participant observa-
tion, and interviews) to increase the construct validity of our research. We have let other peo-
ple read the interview guide before the interviews were conducted in order to make sure that
the questions were clearly stated and made sense. The fact that we recorded the focus group
interviews on videotape as well as took notes also enhances the construct validity, as the risk
for missing any important information is minimized. It is however possible that the validity
was slightly deteriorated as the translation from Swedish to English may have caused a minor
distortion of the focus groups’ discussion.

Issues regarding the construct validity also arise due to the use of focus group interviews.
Krueger (1994) poses the question if the focus group procedure really shows the participants’
true perceptions, or if the results are artificially developed by the interaction of group partic i-
pants. The extent of this kind of method problem is hard to estimate, since it is very difficult
to know if, or how, participants (intentionally or unintentionally) influence each other. Ac-
cording to Krueger (1994), a skillful moderator can minimize this influence. Since we have no
previous experience from moderating focus groups, we have tried to counteract this weakness
by studying literature concerning this activity. Moreover, we used an interview guide in the
form of a questioning route (see Appendix 1) as a basis for the focus group discussions,
which also enhances validity (Mitchell & Branigan, 2000). The questioning route is a se-
quence of structured questions written in complete sentences, thus offering greater control
over variation and thereby allowing more efficient analysis (ibid). Morgan (1997) points out
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that the very act of asking questions signals the moderator’s basic control over the content and
direction of the group’s discussion. The other possible way to construct an interview guide is
to make it a topic guide, which consists of key words or phrases serving as a reminder or cue
to the moderator (Mitchell & Branigan, 2000). We chose not to use this format, since this
would have increased the risk for lowered validity. In addition to the use of a questioning
route, we tried to enhance the validity by letting the same person moderate both groups, in
order to minimize the risk for deviations in moderating.

The internal validity was strengthened by the use of pattern-matching during the analysis, that
is, the empirically based pattern was compared with the pattern predicted in the conceptua l-
ised theories. Since the internal validity according to Yin (1994) is mostly of concern for
causal and explanatory studies, this is applicable on the drawing of conclusions at the end of
the study.

External validity deals with the degree of generalisation that can be derived from the research.
As were stated in the overview of the specific strengths and weaknesses of focus groups in-
terviews, the results from these are not generalisable. Moreover, the initial choice of a quali-
tative approach also excludes the aim for generalisation. The external validity of this study is
considered to be rather low, as it would be very difficult to replicate the two case studies by
collecting data through focus group interviews in exactly the same way as we have.

In order to increase the reliability, we tried to avoid leading and subjective questions. This
was also facilitated by the choice of using the more structured questioning route instead of the
more “open” topic guide. In addition, we have kept all notes and the videotapes from the fo-
cus group sessions in order to develop a case study database. It is however difficult to estab-
lish reliability to any larger extent, since our case studies deal with people’s perceptions of an
intangible and varying subject. Moreover, people’s perceptions and views may change over
time, thus making it difficult for another researcher to achieve the same results even with the
same sample.

3.8 Summary

This chapter has been dealing with all aspects of how to collect data, starting with stating the
purpose of the research, then moving on to research approach and strategy. The methods of
data collection have been described, as well as the sample selection and the general analytical
strategy. Finally, the validity and reliability of the study has been discussed. In Chapter 4, we
will present the empirical data collected through the use of the described methodology.
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4. EMPIRICAL DATA

In this chapter, the empirical data that was collected in order to enable us to answer the re-
search questions will be presented. The data collection was conducted through two focus
group sessions, of which each session constitutes one case. First, we will present the empiri-
cal data attained in Case one, female students. This will follow the order of the conceptual
framework, thus using the topic area of each research question as a sub-headline. The pres-
entation therefore starts with data regarding ethical vs. unethical advertising, then moving on
to risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising, and finally dealing with control
and regulation of ethics in advertising. Then, data from Case two, male students, are pre-
sented in the same manner. We have chosen to present the data using what Krueger (1994)
calls descriptive summary. This means that each question or point of discussion begins with a
summary paragraph and then includes illustrative quotes. The quotes selected are intended to
help the reader understand the way in which respondents answered the question. (ibid)

4.1 Case one: Female students

Our first case study was conducted through a focus group interview with seven women
studying at Luleå University of Technology. The participants are students at the international
business and economics, business and economics, psychology, and systems development and
software engineering education programmes. Six of the women are in their 20ies, and one
woman is 32 years. The interview was conducted in a conference room at the university li-
brary on May 2, 2001. Sandwich cake (“smörgåstårta”) and mineral water was served in order
to help participants relax and create a more informal atmosphere. The provision of refresh-
ments during discussions is recommended by authors that have experience from focus groups,
e.g. Mitchell and Branigan (2000) and Krueger (1994). Before starting the actual interview,
the group was informed about the purpose of our study, and how the focus group session
would be conducted. The participants were told that the aim of the session was to bring for-
ward their individual perceptions and attitudes regarding the studied subject, not to reach con-
sensus. Then, a definition of ethics was presented in order to give the participants an initial
understanding of the concept before beginning the discussion. The definition we used is the
one provided by Magee (1999), which is introduced on page 1 in this thesis.

4.1.1 Ethical vs. unethical advertising

Broadly speaking, the respondents initially commented what they felt could be unethical ad-
vertising:
“If it is at the expense of someone’s integrity, then the advertising is unethical.”
“It’s unethical when advertising is aimed toward minors who have no conception of what is
right or wrong.” Another respondent replied:  “But that also depends on where you advertise.”
One participant also gave an example of what western cultures can see as unethical, namely a
recent TV commercial for Ericsson in Asia, using young, lightly dressed girls. This did not
upset the Asian viewers; rather, it was women in the western world who protested to the ex-
tent that Ericsson had to withdraw the commercial.

When showing the advertisements for Sisley clothes (Appendix 2) and Dolce & Gabbana per-
fume (Appendix 3), which were mounted on the same cardboard, the respondents immedi-
ately reacted strongly against the Sisley ad, especially when they saw it at a closer range. The
Dolce & Gabbana perfume ad did not stir up negative emotions in the same way, as it was
perceived to be sensual and beautiful. Several of the respondents commented that the black
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 and white colouring of this ad contributed to the sensual impression. The strong reaction
against the Sisley ad led to a longer and more intense discussion among the participants, com-
pared to the other ad. Some of the comments regarding these two ads are referred below.

Responses to the Sisley ad:
“This I find disgusting!”
“Sick advertising!”
“What’s the purpose?”
“They want to create a debate and thereby make themselves a name.”
“What does Sisley stand for?”
“Provocative.”
“The colouring of the ad makes it look ‘raw’”.
“If the male/female roles in the ad were opposite, it would not cause the same debate.”
One respondent commented that the right picture in this ad, where the girl’s face and upper
body is shown, only makes the ad worse: “It alludes in some way that she’s under the influ-
ence of drugs and abused. If it had only been the left one [the buttocks and legs], maybe you
could have seen it just as some fun advertising for underwear.”

Responses to the Dolce & Gabbana ad:
“OK, but maybe she didn’t have to pull her panties down.”
“If you take away the bottle you can’t see that it is perfume that is advertised. It doesn’t say
anything about the perfume.”
“If you use this perfume you’re going to have sex, or what?” Another respondent replied to
this: “Isn’t that what you want to achieve?”
“It’s not the amount of clothing that determines whether the ad is sexually explicit.”
“It alludes to the sexual…is it a women’s or men’s perfume?”
“I think sensual is good, as long as it is used in the right way.”
“It’s an interplay between them, it doesn’t offend anyone’s self-esteem.”

Sexual appeals
When the respondents were asked if they thought that males are more favourable to nude
women in ads, and vice versa, the majority spontaneously nodded.
“Ethically, it doesn’t matter if it is women or men that are presented in an undressed way.”
“Women compare themselves with other women, which creates rivalry.”
“We look at for example advertising for bikinis, and this kind of advertising creates more de-
bate than a guy in swimming trunks.”
“I think that men react against other nude men in ads.”
“Guys are interested in women in advertising, but they are not interested in seeing men in
advertising, while women look at both men and women. Guys are dismissive…like, ‘no,
that’s another man’, and then they don’t look.”

The participants were unanimously agreeing to that women are more negative against strong
sexual appeals in advertising than men are. This statement however did not evoke any lengthy
debate. One comment was:
“If the Sisley ad (Appendix 2) presented a guy in that way, the negative response wouldn’t
have been that strong.”

That sexual allusions in advertising are acceptable if they are tastefully done also seemed to
be a statement that all participants could agree upon. The Dolce & Gabbana perfume ad was
mentioned as an example of a tasteful use of sexual allusions.
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Some comments were:
“If it is tastefully done, it’s OK.”
“There should be something left to fantasize about.”
“Advertising is supposed to stimulate to purchase.”
“But companies are striving to provoke in order to make people remember the brand name.”

Next, we showed advertisements for YSL Opium perfume (Appendix 4) and Sisley men’s
wear (Appendix 5). The reactions among the respondents were quite mixed. Regarding the
YSL Opium ad, several of the participants meant that it is the woman’s position that makes it
less appealing. One respondent said that if she had been lying straighter, it would have been
more acceptable. Two other comments were:
“Why does she have to be naked?”
“It’s pornographic – if she had had another position it would have been acceptable.”
Some of the women also commented that the model was wearing high-heeled shoes, which
they thought contributed to the pornographic touch of the picture.

The ad for Sisley men’s wear first evoked laughter in the group. The first impression accor-
ding to a few respondents was that the ad was fun and fresh, and that it had nice colouring.
When the group looked more closely at the ad, there was one immediate negative response:
“Now I’m a bit turned off! He doesn’t look nice anymore – he has an expression of rand i-
ness.”
Another respondent pointed out the difference between this ad and the YSL Opium ad, com-
menting that the Sisley ad was ambiguous. Other comments regarding this were:
“It leaves something for the imagination.”
“An older person would probably only have seen the flower – the younger only see the sexual
allusions.”

Having discussed the subject of sexual appeals in advertising, the respondents were asked if
they thought that there is too much sex in advertising. The response was quite uncertain.
Typical comments included:
“One doesn’t think about it anymore, so maybe you could say that it’s too common.”
“We are not reacting to sex. We’re getting numb because it’s so much sex.”
“They have to make the ads more coarse to get a reaction.”
“How the nudity is presented is crucial.”

Body ideals
In order to move the discussion further toward the subject of body ideals in advertising, the
advertisements provided in Appendices 6 (Cool Water men’s perfume) and 7 (Casall workout
wear) were presented. The reactions to the Cool Water ad were very positive. Most of the
participants laughed when one of them said “Really nice…”. All respondents agreed that it
was a beautiful ad. Some comments were:
“Of course you want to see a muscular, fit, tanned guy. Not a pasty 45 year old man.”
“Naturally, I would like my boyfriend to jump up through the waves looking like that. That’s
the feeling they want to sell.”
“There’s a good connection with the product – the guy in the water and the Cool Water per-
fume.”

The Casall ad did not initially achieve the same attention, but it did serve as an illustration of
body ideals during the coming discussion points. One comment was:
“Why does she have to show her panties?”
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There was a discussion about whether or not this kind of advertising should be placed in
magazines for younger girls, which resulted in the following comments:
“No, they haven’t even started to work out in that age.” “Yes, but they do!” [In Swedish, the
comment was: ”Jo, men det är ju det de gör!”]
One respondent mentioned the recent incident when a Swedish company sent direct advertis-
ing for diet pills to five year-olds, which she found very unethical.

The question of whether women compare themselves with idealized images in advertising or
not, was introduced. Initially, some of the respondents meant that women do not compare
themselves with idealized advertising images that they find irrelevant. An illustrative com-
ment was: “OK, I don’t look like that and I never will.” When the discussion moved on, there
tended to be a focus on women’s age relative to the degree of comparison:
“It depends on age – when you’re older it’s not as important as when you’re younger.”
“You’re more sensitive when you’re younger.”
“You thought that all girls looked like that.”
“From time to time I still compare myself with advertising images, even if it was worse when
I was younger. For a while, I was close to being anorexic.”
“Today, 13 – 14 year olds are wearing double bras.”
The group then engaged in a quite extensive discussion about teenage (and younger) girls and
their body ideals, model contests for children, and pictures in Swedish mail order catalogues
for clothing where very young girls pose in an enticing manner. They also concluded that the
fashion nowadays is the same regardless of age, and that teenagers and children are wearing
the same type of clothing as adults.
Some respondents meant that they still compare themselves with idealized advertising images,
exemplified by the following comments:
“I compare myself all the time, but usually it’s unconsciously.”
“The fixation on body ideals [Swedish: ‘kroppsfixeringen’] is pretty widespread.”
“Unavoidably, you will be influenced, more or less.”
Some respondents also remarked that a person’s level of self-esteem is determining the degree
of comparison.

Theories suggest that average looking models can be a better choice than idealized (thin)
models in advertising. This evoked an array of opinions, some of which are cited below.
“Average people can create more attention since you’re so used to see these thin ideal mod-
els.”
“It would probably work equally well.”
“It’s positive to see someone that looks more like yourself, and that models in different sizes
are used.”
“Fun when they use ‘plump’ models!”
“Usually, it’s not normal – either the models are too plump or too thin. There’s nothing in
between.”
“It’s something wrong when you react to that someone in an ad has a little roll of fat.”
“The values are directed at the thin ideal, that’s why you react when someone is chubby.”
“Thin models can ‘destroy’ since the expectations become wrong. What looks good in an ad
doesn’t look that good at all when you try the clothes on.”

One participant commented: “When normal people are used in advertising, the angle usually
is humorous.” She mentioned a current TV commercial for the Swedish clothing chain store
JC as a good example of a humorous touch. In this commercial, three very ordinary guys are
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shown wearing jeans only. Another respondent replied: “But why should we laugh at it? What
gives me the right to laugh at a chubby guy in advertising?”
The group was agreed on that there inevitably would be a humorous effect if a pasty 45 year
old man would be exposed in the same manner as the athletic man in the previously shown
Cool Water ad. A final comment to this subject was: “I want to see all ages and all body
shapes in advertising, end of story.”

4.1.2 Risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising

Having discussed the ethical versus unethical advertising, the session moved on to the subject
of possible risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising. The respondents were quite
hesitant to whether they would boycott a product themselves if they thought that the adver-
tising for it was unethical. They did however think that drop of sales or boycott are in fact
risks that companies can be confronted with. One participant said, pointing at the female Sis-
ley ad (Appendix 2): “We don’t want to support this kind of crap.”
Other comments were:
“No, I’m not affected to the extent that I do not buy the advertised product.”
“You see and react, but then you buy the product anyway.”

Most of the respondents thought that other ethical issues, such as child labour, were more im-
portant regarding whether they should boycott a product or not. One woman in the group
wondered what happened to the Italian clothing company Benetton’s sales figures after its
controversial series of advertising in the 1990s, suggesting that the sales would have dropped,
as people were offended. Another view was that reactions to controversial advertising appears
to be different between countries: “In Sweden, we accept more than in other countries.”

Sexual appeals
Regarding the issue about whether sexually charged advertising can contribute to sexual har-
assment, the initial response was hesitation. A participant meant that it is not the advertising
itself, but rather the general norms in society, that influences harassment. During the discus-
sion that followed, the views among the respondents differed, as the following comments are
examples of:
“I don’t think so.”
“Sexual advertising contributes to make a certain behaviour a little bit more accepted.”
“It depends on the personality [of the persons that harass others].”
One participant thought that sexual appeals in advertising actually could contribute to sexual
harassment due to the frequent and consistent flow of advertising that people are exposed to.
Another said that her own experience is that sexually charged advertising, as well as TV
shows, can influence men to harass women, especially in male-dominated environments.

Then, the issue about whether or not sexual allusions in advertising raise curiosity about the
product, was introduced. Here, some different opinions were expressed, as cited below.
“Sex sells!”
“Humour in combination with sex raises the curiosity.”
“Often, it’s difficult to see what the product is.”
“It depends on how the brand is exposed.”
“Yes, you do remember the brand or company name, but you forget the unpleasant feeling
you had when you saw the ad, for example Sisley.”
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Connected to this subject is the risk of not making a selling impression if the sexual appeal is
irrelevant to the product, which the group seemed to agree with. A few comments to this were
made:
“You only get irritated.”
“Irrelevant advertising can lead to that one doesn’t buy the product.”

All women thought that it is very likely that explicitly sexual advertising mixed with violence
contributes to sexual violence and hostility against women. They meant that this could be true
regarding people that already have violent tendencies, which the following quote illustrates:
“Yes, if you have a tendency toward being violent, advertising could work as a trigger.”

Body ideals
The group was then guided into a discussion about risks or disadvantages with body ideals in
advertising. The first issue was the increasing norm of thinness in advertising and its possible
contribution to making women perceive themselves as overweight, as well as increasing their
desire to be thinner. In addition, it is said that women overestimate others’ (both men’s and
other women’s) preferences for thinness. An agreeing mumble was immediately heard among
the participants. The group commented the subject in the following way:
“You believe that others think it’s better if you’re fit.”
“It is in the eyes of others I want to look beautiful. And it is before others I want to be seen as
sexy.”
“You think that others expect you to look in a certain way.”
“Generally, it doesn’t work. The average weight is increasing among Swedish people.”
“Not a day goes by without one thinking about it.”

Regarding male body ideals in advertising, it is said that images of attractive, athletic or mus-
cular men can make men insecure. The women agreed that men are more insecure about their
looks today, and that advertising has contributed to this.
“It’s obvious that guys are more insecure today.”
“They are more and more affected by ideals.”
“They work out each day, eat nothing… it’s sick!”
 “They have started to wear makeup, because they want to ‘bring out their features’.”
“But that guys wear makeup has also become more accepted.”
 “On the other hand, it’s quite good that the conditions are getting more equal now.”

A unanimous “yes!” was the response to the issue that men, partly due to ideals in advertising,
perceive themselves as underweight and want to become larger.
“Guys measure their weight in muscles and want to become larger, while women measure
their weight in fat.”
“The only part where they want to lose weight is the stomach…”
“Girls want to be smaller, and preferably disappear.”
One respondent commented that men in certain advertising look like threads, and said, “That
isn’t men, it’s little boys.” The participants however meant that it is not these thin male ideals
that men in general compare themselves with.

Regarding the possible risk of anorexia and bulimia, all respondents thought that there is a
clear connection between body ideals in advertising and the incidence of eating disorders
among young women. The focus of the discussion was on young girls (teenagers), as all re-
spondents thought that age was an important factor regarding the impact of body ideals in
advertising.
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“Yes, advertising contributes to anorexia and bulimia.”
“Young girls see the body ideals in advertising and strive for these ideals.”
“They are asking themselves what they can identify with.”
“The pressure in society increases the demands on youths and teenage girls.”
“Advertising is displayed on large outdoor posters and in teenage magazines like Frida. It’s
hard not to be affected.”

4.1.3 Control and regulation of ethics in advertising

Regarding the issue of how, or if, ethics in advertising should be controlled and regulated,
some respondents expressed the opinion that those who are put to judge in these matters
should be replaced frequently. The participants thought that there is a risk that these people
otherwise are getting numb, and start to acquit advertising that they would previously have
considered to be unethical. Also, they pointed out that the borders of what is acceptable in
society are constantly moving. One respondent suggested that a council for regulation should
change its members regularly, for example each year or every third year.

The discussion went on about ways of controlling soft issues, such as sexual appeals and body
ideals, in advertising. Several of the participants emphasised the responsibility of consumers
to react to advertising that they find unacceptable. There was also a discussion of some kind
of blacklisting of advertisers that has been convicted for unethical advertising. Comments
during this discussion included the following:
“Self regulation would be the best way.”
“The Internet cannot be regulated, and the whole world has access to the advertising there. It’s
difficult to legislate.”
“There should be a ‘black list’ where it says how many times this and that company has been
convicted. Then it should be published someplace where it’s always available.”
“Media is affecting – they make large articles about for example child labour, but then after a
while it is all forgotten.”
“There should be branch [industry] ethical norms that say: ‘this is not ethically correct’.”
“Consumers must take responsibility.”
“Increase the awareness among consumers.”
“It’s mostly youths that are in danger of getting negatively affected, the parents must take
responsibility and be good role models.”
“If consumers react, then the producer is affected.”
“But often you’re not that consistent. Even if you have a negative opinion about an ad, you
still buy the product.”

The question about whether legislation is a suitable means to control ethics in advertising was
met with some initial hesitation. Then, a debate started among the participants, revealing that
they had arguments pro as well as against legislation. Some typical comments are quoted be-
low:

Arguments pro legislation:
“If there’s a way to nail them – give them a punishment. But I think it’s difficult.”
“It would be good if someone was convicted.”
“It has to be filtered in some way before it’s exposed.”  Another respondent added that this
filtering could be achieved through some kind of censorship, pretty much like the censoring
of movies.
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“It would be better if there was a law that filters advertising, and allows one to lean against
legislation when judging.”
“If a law could be formulated in a sensible way – then we should have a law.”

Arguments against legislation:
“Economic sanctions are not going to work. Large companies couldn’t care less, they have
already gotten attention.”
“But it would have been good if the money were used to something good in society.” [i.e.
charity]
“Withdrawn advertising has already reached its effect on consumers as well as gained atten-
tion. It has already served its purpose.”
“And the companies that are convicted also get more publicity. It’s good for them even if it’s
negative publicity.”
“There’s always loopholes in laws.”
One participant asked the rhetorical question “What is too coarse?”, implying that it is diffi-
cult to legislate due to differences in people’s perceptions of ethically acceptable or unaccept-
able advertising. After the issue of legislation had been discussed, the arguments pro and
against legislation stated in the conceptual framework were presented to the group. However,
no additional comments were made regarding these theoretical arguments.

4.2 Case two: Male students

Our second case study was also conducted through a focus group interview at Luleå Univer-
sity of Technology. The participants were six men, all in their 20ies, studying at the interna-
tional business and economics, business and economics, and civil engineering education pro-
grammes. This focus group session was conducted in the same manner as the first one.

4.2.1 Ethical vs. unethical advertising

Broadly speaking, some of the male respondents identified unethical advertising in the fo l-
lowing way:
“Everything that makes you unpleasantly affected is unethical.” This participant exemplified
his statement by mentioning Benetton’s campaigns during the 1990s, showing mafia murder,
boat refugees and a dying AIDS patient. He also meant that this exploitation of other peoples’
unhappiness in advertising is unethical. Another respondent commented, “It gets worse and
worse.”
One participant meant that if controversial advertising is not paid attention to, it tends to push
the limits of what is acceptable.

When showing the group the first two advertisements, Sisley (Appendix 2) and Dolce & Gab-
bana (Appendix 3), the participants’ first reaction was that there was nothing ethically wrong
with any of these ads. One respondent however said, when looking more closely at the Sisley
ad, that he did not find it appealing. He also said “I wouldn’t buy Sisley clothes after having
seen this ad.” Other remarks were:
“Is it some kind of anti-advertising?”
“One suspects that it is advertising for clothes, but one is not sure.”
“She looks like she’s on drugs. She’s been partying all night and then fallen into the swim-
ming pool.”
When asking if the Sisley ad would communicate the same message if only one of the two
pictures had been presented (not saying which one), one respondent meant that the ad would
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have been more distasteful if only the left picture had been used. He said, “You get a more
personal feeling when you see a face and a couple of eyes. Otherwise [without the right pic-
ture], it would only be a rump.”

The responses to the Dolce & Gabbana ad were exclusively positive. Some comments were:
“Sensual and tasteful.”
“Perfume is a sensual thing. This is more tasteful [than the Sisley ad].”
“You can see that she takes pleasure in his touch.”

Sexual appeals
All participants thought that men are more favourable to nude women in ads, and vice versa.
The respondents pointed out that it is natural that guys look at nude women in advertising.
“If you put in a naked girl, the guys are going to look at her.”
“If there are good looking girls in a TV series, guys automatically think that it’s a good pro-
gramme.” In this context, a respondent mentioned the TV series Baywatch as an example.
The group did however not think that nudity in advertising automatically is effective, in terms
of stimulating purchase. One remark was, “No, it depends on the product.”

The group thought that older women are more negative to sex appeals in advertising than
younger women. They meant that nowadays there is no real difference between younger men
and women in their opinions about sex in advertising.

When discussing whether sexual allusions in advertising are more acceptable if it is done
tastefully, the participants stated that they preferred the tasteful approach. They did however
not have the opinion that sexual allusions otherwise are unethical, just that a tastefully done
sexual appeal in advertising is “nicer to look at”. One respondent remarked, “It depends on
the degree of sex that’s shown.”
Another commented the issue of tasteful versus distasteful in the following way: “In the right
[Dolce & Gabbana] ad, the girl enjoys herself. In the left [Sisley ad], the guy is only groping.
His hands are everywhere.”

The group was then showed the YSL Opium ad (Appendix 4) and the ad for Sisley men’s
wear (Appendix 5). The first reactions to the YSL ad were that it was a quite beautiful picture.
One remark was that it is aesthetically attractive, and that it really was not a sexual ad. Com-
parisons with art were made, as most of the participants thought that the woman’s white body
made the ad look artificial and thereby like a painting, which some of the following comments
illustrate:
“She’s completely white, body painted. The sex in itself comes second. But if she had been
naturally skin coloured, it would have been a completely different matter.”
“It simply looks good.”
“It’s natural that she is lying down touching herself and smelling good. Surely this occurs in
every home…”
“You should not only see to the sexual angle of the ad. If you only see the sexist part of it,
then…” (The participant did not finish the sentence.)
One respondent did not find the ad acceptable. He meant that the woman is deserted due to
her bodily position, and if the model had been sitting up, it would not have been as bad. In
addition, he thought that the woman’s complete nudity was degrading.
Another participant commented, “How come it is easier to degrade women than men in ad-
vertising? It could be a naked guy standing there [in an ad] and I wouldn’t perceive that as
ethically wrong, but if it was a girl… I don’t know why it is so, it just works that way.”
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The response to the Sisley men’s wear ad was a bit mixed, as the following comments reveal:
“A fun ad!”
“Here you can question why this guy is holding a flower, looking nice and dressed, while the
female Sisley ad looks like a drug party?”
“But he’s actually standing there with a stamen [Swedish: ‘ståndare’] in front of his pants…”

Most respondents did not think that there is too much sex in advertising. The group’s first
reaction was an uncertain “no”. They seemed to be agreed on that sex sells because it attracts
attention. The participants also mentioned that sex in advertising has become increasingly
accepted. One participant expressed another opinion: “I actually think that there is too much
sex in advertising. They push it in everywhere just because it ‘should’ be there.”
“It becomes embarrassing.” [when sex is used in an irrelevant manner]
A comment to the extensive usage of sexual appeals in advertising was, “Many advertisers
use sex in the wrong way.”  This participant described an example of this – a TV commercial
for shampoo that takes place in a courtroom. He meant that this commercial alludes to sex in
the “wrong” environment and situation, and that this just becomes ridiculous. Another re-
spondent brought up the issue of humour in combination with sexual appeals:
“You can create lots of fun advertising using sex – it doesn’t always have to be so serious.”
Another participant mentioned the TV commercial for the sports section of a Swedish news-
paper, where a sport interested man mistakes his wife’s dildo for a relay-race baton. He
thought that this commercial was a good example of a humorous angle on sex in advertising.

Body ideals
The focus of discussion was then directed at body ideals in advertising, by showing the Cool
Water (Appendix 6) and Casall (Appendix 7) ads. Some comments regarding the Cool Water
ad were:
“Of course you start to think about it when you see a guy with a washboard stomach.”
“That’s better than pasty seal.”
“They have to throw in some washboards to make it aesthetically correct.”
“Ten – fifteen years ago there wasn’t that much men in advertising.”

The response to the ad for Casall work out clothes was quite indifferent. The respondents
thought that how this ad is perceived depends on the age of the viewer. One comment was
that “Aunt Greta, 50, doesn’t buy work out clothes.”

Age was also brought up by the participants as an important factor regarding the issue of
whether women compare themselves with idealized advertising images or not. The group
thought that women do compare themselves with such images, but that this is related to age in
the sense that older women can dismiss these advertisements as not relevant to them. The
following quotes illustrate the discussion:
“I think it’s worse for women.”
“How one reacts depends on what kind of person you are.”
“It’s easier to affect a young person.”
“Older people are safe in themselves.”
“Young girls are more fixated with their looks than young guys.”
The question about whether average models would be a better choice than idealized in terms
of attracting attention and influence to purchase, led to some differing opinions:
“It doesn’t make much difference.”
“For a while maybe, but then we get used to these models as well.”
“You sell more using good looking, thin models.”
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“This wouldn’t sell a tenth of what it does now if you or me was the model [in the Cool Water
ad].”
“They use washboard stomachs to get attention.”
One participant mentioned the TV commercials for a soda company, where average, or actu-
ally “ugly” people are contrasted to really beautiful and/or cool models.

4.2.2 Risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising

The group agreed that if people feel offended by advertising, this could result in a drop of
sales or boycott of the advertised product. They did however not feel that they themselves
would react in this way. One respondent mentioned the keen debate that arose a few years
ago, when advertisements for Calvin Klein pictured thin, pale models that people perceived as
drug addicts. This respondent thought that the sales dropped as a result of the debate sur-
rounding this advertising campaign. A few other comments regarding these risks were:
“If the advertising gets too coarse, it will strike back on the advertiser.”
“People can stop buying, and the sales will drop.”

Sexual appeals
When introducing the question whether the participants thought that sexually charged adver-
tising could contribute to sexual harassment, they first asked for a definition of sexual har-
assment, which they were provided. The responses to the issue was then quite mixed. Com-
ments included the following:
“Yes, I definitely think so. There are many nutcases in society that can copy a certain behav-
iour.”
“It [this type of advertising] contributes to make a behaviour more accepted. It becomes more
common in society at large.”
A participant that had worked in a strongly male dominated workplace seemed certain of the
connection between sexual appeals in ads and sexual harassment. He said, “At male domi-
nated workplaces it certainly contributes to harassment. There are advertising images of nude
girls everywhere. ”
Two of the participants however found the connection between sexually charged ads and sex-
ual harassment to be very far-fetched.

The respondents in general did not agree with the statement that sexual appeals rarely raise
curiosity about the advertised product. On the contrary they thought that you do remember the
brand or company behind the “sexy” ad. One participant said that this depends on the buying
situation, in the sense that if he is interested in the product, he does remember the ad and not
only the sexual appeal in it. But if the advertisement presents a product he has no interest in,
or use for, he would only remember the sex in it, and not the product. Other comments were:
“It depends on how coarse it’s done.”
“It happens that you see the sex but not the product.”

The majority of the participants thought that companies could risk not making a selling im-
pression if sex is irrelevant to the advertised product. It was mentioned that it is quite natural
to advertise for example hair care products and perfume using sexual appeals.
“Advertising for car tires in combination with a naked girl is ridiculous.”
“I think it’s ethically OK, but it’s ridiculous. I don’t buy more Firestone tires just because it’s
a naked girl in the ad.”
One respondent thought that even if the sexual appeal has no natural connection to the adver-
tised product, this advertising still would have served its purpose since it attracts attention.
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When raising the issue about whether sex mixed with violence contributes to sexual violence
and hostility toward women, the group’s response was that it is very likely that this kind of
advertising can affect people with unstable mentality. Thus, it could possibly result in sexual
violence and hostility toward women. Several of the participants were of the opinion that you
are influenced by what you see.
One comment was:
“Yes, you’re affected of what you see, and if it becomes too much it’s easier for the inner
barrier to go off.” [referring to people with unstable mentality, not people in general]

Body ideals
One issue regarding risks or disadvantages with body ideals in advertising is the increasing
norm of thinness in advertising and its possible contribution to making women perceive them-
selves as overweight. This norm is also said to increase their desire to become thinner.
Women also overestimate others’ (both men’s and other women’s) preferences for thinness.
The group agreed with these statements, and they also started to discuss how men are af-
fected. Some comments were:
“Yes, that’s correct.”
“You’re good at judging yourself.”
“You’re harder against yourself, and perceive yourself as fatter than you really are.”
“Women are more insecure than men are.”
“Men don’t need to have large muscles to gain authority.” This participant meant that over-
weight men could be seen as having authority, while it never is an advantage for a woman to
be large. Another respondent replied that the attractiveness of these “large” men depends on
“whether he has dollar bills in his pockets or not”.

Some of the respondents thought that when looking at attractive, athletic, and muscular men
in advertising, many men are affected and feel agony about their looks.
“Younger guys are more affected.”
“If you have just eaten a pizza and then see this ad [the Cool Water ad, Appendix 6], yes,
you’re affected.”
The group also thought that current body ideals in advertising affect men to exercise more, as
they want to become more muscular, and thereby larger. One participant however remarked
that this could have positive effects, if people exercise in order to become healthier. The re-
spondents also discussed that the differences between idealized advertising images and reality
are increasing, as people in general are becoming more overweight at the same time as adver-
tising models are getting thinner and more fit. A remark regarding this was, “All 17 year old
guys are chubby little seals.”

All participants agreed that the connection between thin ideals and eating disorders and ill-
nesses is very likely. As one participant put it, girls and guys can start dieting when they see
body ideals in advertising. He further meant that if this dieting then goes too far, it could re-
sult in eating disorders. A few other comments were made, including the following:
“Formerly, it used to be good to be chubby, but not anymore.”
Another respondent replied that women formerly achieved slim ideals through using corsets.

4.2.3 Control and regulation of ethics in advertising

The participants suggested that a combination of self-regulation, industry norms, and market
control would be a good way of controlling ethics in advertising. A few respondents also
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mentioned that as the perception of ethical dimensions in advertising is subjective, it is diffi-
cult to create a common norm for regulation.
“An industry norm where companies create a specific norm together would be good; one
where they state ‘we don’t show this in advertising’.”
“If you’re offended by unethical advertising you don’t buy the product.” [Sustaining market
control]
“It’s difficult to define where the border should be. Otherwise, self-regulation seems good.”
“Advertising is very visible, which makes it hard to scamp.”
One participant referred to the Italian company Sisley’s advertising, and meant that what is
considered to be ethically correct in Italy is not necessarily correct in Sweden. He meant that
it is difficult to regulate advertising, as there is a great amount of foreign advertising reflect-
ing different ethical norms. Another participant gave an example of differing norms, saying
that Russian weather reports are presented by female strippers.

After the function of the Swedish ethical council ERK had been described to the group, one
respondent commented:
“Those who report sexist advertising don’t represent a cross section of the population. It’s the
feminists…” (The Swedish expression for feminists used by the participant was
“rödstrumpor”, which has a quite negative ring to it.)
The participants were curious about who really reports unethical advertising to ERK in Swe-
den, and what type of advertising it is. They seemed surprised when they were told that in
almost 40 % of the cases, the reports were made by men, and that men and women report the
same kind of advertising.

When moving the discussion further to the issue of legislation, the respondents did not come
up with any own arguments that supported legislation of ethics in advertising, and they did
not agree on the arguments that were presented to them. A comment that was slightly in fa-
vour of legislation was that it would be easier to judge and convict unethical advertising if
there was a law. This participant however added that he thought that people should be able to
judge by themselves. Another comment was:
“Harsh punishments would be effective, but personally I don’t support it.”

It was pointed out that the ethical norms in society are constantly changing. Some of the re-
spondents also stated that it would be wrong if the government should decide what the citi-
zens’ opinions about ethics should be. Another comment was that the use of controversial
advertising is cyclic, as it is more of a coming and going trend. Other arguments against leg-
islation included:
“Too much laws make people stop thinking.”
“I want to decide myself – no-one should decide what advertising I should see or not see.”
“It’s unjustifiable, we live in a free country.”

4.3 Summary

In this chapter, empirical data have been presented. This data were collected through con-
ducting two focus group sessions, one with female participants and one with male. Each focus
group has provided empirical data to our case studies. First, we have presented the data gath-
ered from the female focus group session. The structure of the section followed the concep-
tual framework and the interview guide. Then, data gathered from the male focus group was
presented in the same manner. In the following chapter, these data will be analysed through
comparison with the conceptual framework.
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5. ANALYSIS

In this chapter, the empirical data outlined in Chapter 4 will be compared to the conceptual
framework that was reviewed in Chapter 2. We will start by reducing the data through mak-
ing a within-case analysis, thus comparing each case with theory. Then, the data will be dis-
played through a cross-case analysis, where the two cases are compared to each other. The
disposition of the chapter is determined by the order of the research questions, and the
within-case and cross-case analyses are conducted in connection to the topic area of each
research question. Thus, the analysis of each topic area will be completed before moving on
to the next area. The analysis of data will finally lead to that conclusions can be drawn. These
will be outlined in Chapter 6.

5.1 Ethical vs. unethical advertising

The first research question aims to describe ethical vs. unethical advertising. As stated in the
purpose, this is done from the perspective of Swedish consumers’ perceptions.

5.1.1 Within-case analysis

This section is divided into two groups, namely sexual appeals and body ideals, as these are
the two demarcated areas, as stated in Chapter 1.

Sexual appeals
Smith et al (1995) suggest that females are more favourable toward male nudity in advertising
than men are. This is supported by the data collected in case one. The female respondents
reacted very positively toward the Cool Water advertisement (Appendix 6), which pictures a
man stripped to the waist. Although this ad was shown in connection to the discussion about
body ideals, it can also serve as an example of male nudity, thus also exemplifying sexual
appeals. All comments that were made about this ad were positive, and the respondents found
it beautiful. The focus group participants also thought that men are more negative toward
male nudity in advertising than women. Female respondents suggested that men are indiffer-
ent to nude males in advertising, while women respond positively to it.

Answers in case two also support this variable, since all male respondents thought that
women are more positive to nude men in advertising. The group’s reactions to the Cool Water
ad concerned the body ideal that is promoted through the image, not the nudity of the model.

Smith et al (1995) have further stated that men are more favourable toward female nudity in
advertising than women are. This variable is also supported by the empirical data in the first
case, as all female respondents agreed to this statement. According to the focus group partici-
pants, women are receptive to female nudity in advertising, but this is caused by the frequent
comparison that women tend to make with other women, rather than a favourable attitude. As
one respondent put it, “Women compare themselves with other women, which creates ri-
valry”. The participants’ reactions to the YSL Opium ad (Appendix 4) showed negative re-
sponses to the female nudity pictured in this ad, even if the focus of the discussion concerned
the model’s bodily position. Regarding this variable, it must also be noted that one participant
stated that it does not make any ethical difference if it is a man or a women that is exposed in
the nude.
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Data in the second case also support the above stated variable. The male focus group was
agreed on that it is natural for men to look at nude women in advertising, and the participants
thought that men are more positive than women to female nudity. This attitude could also be
seen in the participants’ reactions to the YSL Opium ad, which was identified as a beautiful
and art-like advertisement. One participant did however object to this, as he was of the opin-
ion that the complete nudity of the model in combination with her bodily position was de-
grading. Another respondent questioned why it is easier to degrade women than men in ad-
vertising, stating that an image of a nude woman is perceived as much more degrading than
an image of a nude man.

LaTour and Henthorne (1994) contend that women hold a significantly more negative attitude
toward strong overt sexual appeals in advertising than men, which our data in case one sup-
port. All participants agreed to this statement, and the women’s reactions to the Sisley (Ap-
pendix 2) and YSL Opium (Appendix 4) ads emphasise the supposedly negative attitude. Es-
pecially regarding the Sisley ad, some strongly negative comments were made. Participants
found it to be “disgusting”, “sick”, “provocative”, and it was suggested that the advertiser’s
purpose was to create a debate. They also thought that the colouring made the ad look “raw”.
One respondent expressed the opinion that the right part of this advertisement (see Appendix
2) makes it worse. The YSL Opium ad was identified by the focus group participants as being
pornographic, mainly because of the model’s position and the fact that she is wearing high-
heeled shoes. The respondents thought that if the model had been barefoot, the ad would have
been a bit less pornographic.

Responses from case two dismiss the theory that women are more negative toward strong
overt sexual appeals in advertising than men. The male focus group thought that this would
only be valid among older women, and that there is no real difference of opinion between
younger men and women regarding this subject. Reactions to the Sisley women’s wear ad in
the male group illustrate a moderately negative attitude among participants. Even though
some negative remarks were made, none of the respondents found the advertisement to be
ethically incorrect. The predominantly positive reactions to the YSL Opium ad, as previously
discussed, can also serve as an example of the male group’s attitude toward overt sexual ap-
peals.

Treise and Weigold (1994) have contended that sexual appeals in advertising are acceptable if
done tastefully, which our empirical data from case one support. All female participants
agreed to this variable. The Dolce & Gabbana perfume ad (Appendix 3) is an example of an
ad that alludes to sexuality in a tasteful way. This ad was described by the group as sensual
and beautiful, and the participants also thought that the black/white colouring enhanced the
sensual impression. It was also mentioned that it is not the amount of clothing that determines
if the ad is sexually explicit. Some participants contended that it is good if the image leaves
something to fantasize about, supporting the notion that a sensual impression is more tasteful
than a sexually explicit one.

Data from case two also support Treise and Weigold’s (1994) theory about tasteful sexual
appeals. The male participants preferred tastefulness when sexual appeals are used in adver-
tising, since they meant that this is nicer to look at. However, they did not think that less taste-
ful sexual allusions are unethical. Respondents’ comments to the Dolce & Gabbana ad
showed that they perceived it to be tasteful and sensual. One participant made a comparison
between this ad and the Sisley women’s wear ad as examples of tasteful and less tasteful use
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of sexual appeals in advertising. Moreover, it was pointed out that the female Sisley ad would
have been more distasteful if the left picture (the model’s buttocks) had been used separately.

According to Treise and Weigold (1994), many people think that there is too much sex in cur-
rent advertising. Our data from the female focus group does not unambiguously verify or fa l-
sify this theory. The responses point at that sex is so common in advertising today, that people
do not react anymore. It was also suggested that as people are getting numb, advertisers have
to make their ads coarser to get attention.

Data from case two dismiss the above stated theory. Most of the male participants were of the
opinion that sex sells, and that sex in advertising has become increasingly accepted. It was
also mentioned during the session that sexual appeals often are used in advertising in an ir-
relevant way. With one exception, the respondents did however not think that there is too
much sex in advertising.

Body ideals
An often used variable in research regarding body ideals in advertising is whether women
compare themselves with idealized, thin models or not. Lennon et al (1999) claim that women
may dismiss idealized models as irrelevant for comparison, while Fay and Price (1994) have
concluded that it is usual and normal for adolescent girls and young women to compare their
bodies with advertised images. The data collected from our female focus group actually verify
both theories, as the participants spontaneously brought up age as an important factor regard-
ing the degree of comparison with idealized models. All respondents thought that younger
women and girls compare themselves with advertising images to a larger extent than “older”
women. As all women in the focus group were in their 20ies and early 30ies, it is understood
that by “older” they mean women that have passed teenage and adolescence. The oldest
woman in the group (32) seemed to be most indifferent toward body ideals in advertising, as
she simply contended that she “does not look like that and never will”. Data in case one also
suggest that the women still occasionally compare themselves with advertising images, but
that this is less frequent than when they were younger.

In case two, data were not as rich as in case one. We do however find support for both the
above stated theories. The male focus group also meant that the level of comparison is related
to the woman’s age. They expressed the opinion that older people are safe in themselves, and
that it is easier to affect a younger person. It was also commented that “it is worse for
women”, suggesting that women compare themselves with advertising to a larger extent than
men.

Fay and Price (1994) suggest that average looking models in advertising may be a better
choice than idealized models, in terms of attracting attention and influencing purchases. We
find this variable to be more supported than dismissed by the data in case one, even if there
was no unanimous answer. Participants’ views differed somewhat in this issue. One thought
that the use of average looking models would influence to purchase equally well, not better,
compared to using idealized models. However, most of the respondents expressed positive
opinions about this, and seemed to agree on that average looking models can attract more
positive attention. The participants wanted to see all kinds of body shapes in advertising, and
one respondent meant that thin models lead to wrong expectations on the advertised products
(i.e. clothes). Another comment was that there really are no “average” models in advertising
today, as they are either too plump or too thin. When normal people are used in advertising, it
is usually done in a humorous way. In summary, there is no unambiguous support to this vari-
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able, as the question of whether average looking models positively influence purchase re-
mains unverified.

Responses from the male focus group are not unambiguous, but in this case we find the vari-
able to be dismissed rather than supported. Comments in this group pointed at that the use of
good-looking models in advertising gives better results in terms of attracting attention and
influencing to purchase. Participants used the Cool Water ad (Appendix 6) to illustrate their
opinions in this matter, meaning that the athletic male model in this ad is a better choice in
order to influence to purchase than a “pasty seal” or an ordinary guy like themselves. The
opinion that washboard stomachs in advertising attract attention was also expressed.

5.1.2 Cross-case analysis

The two cases that have been compared to the conceptual framework above will now be com-
pared to each other in a cross-case analysis. The display of data will be facilitated by the use
of tables, where all investigated variables are outlined.

When introducing the participants to the topic areas, they were shown six different advertise-
ments, as explained in Chapter 4. We chose to show these ads at an early stage of the focus
group sessions, with the purpose to stimulate discussion and provide participants with exam-
ples of advertising that could be connected to the topic areas. The responses to these adve r-
tisements from the two case studies are compared in Table 5.1 below. The reason for pre-
senting the advertisements as variables in a separate table is that they facilitated the discus-
sions throughout the focus group sessions and served as illustrations to all three topic areas
connected to the research questions.

Table 5.1: Ethical vs. unethical advertising: Responses to advertisements

VARIABLE CASE 1 (FEMALE) CASE 2 (MALE)
Response to female Sisley ad
(Appendix 2)

Seemed upset. “Provocative”,
“Sick”, “Disgusting”, “Raw col-
ouring”. The right part of the ad
makes it worse: “She’s under the
influence of drugs and abused”

Seemed indifferent, “Nothing ethi-
cally wrong”. “Not appealing”,
“Anti-advertising?”, “Looks like
she’s on drugs”. More distasteful if
only left part of the ad would have
been shown: “More personal feeling
when you see a face and a couple of
eyes”

Response to Dolce & Gabbana ad
(Appendix 3)

“Sensual”, “Beautiful”, “Tasteful”,
“An interplay – doesn’t offend any-
one’s self-esteem”

“Sensual”, “Tasteful”, “She takes
pleasure in his touch”

Response to YSL Opium ad
(Appendix 4)

“Her position makes it less appeal-
ing”, “Pornographic”

“Beautiful”, “Like a painting”,
“Aesthetically attractive”

Response to male Sisley ad
(Appendix 5)

“Fun”, “Nice colouring”,
“Ambiguous”, “Expression of
randiness”

“Fun”. Comparison with female
Sisley ad: “Nice and dressed, while
female ad looks like a drug party.”

Response to Cool Water ad
(Appendix 6)

Seemed very positive. “Really
nice”, “Beautiful”, “Good connec-
tion with the product”

Seemed indifferent. Several com-
ments on the washboard stomach.

Response to Casall ad
(Appendix 7)

Seemed indifferent. “Why does she
have to show her panties?”

Seemed indifferent. Meant that the
perception of the ad depends on the
viewer’s age.

The first variable, response to the female Sisley ad, shows large differences between the fe-
male and the male group. While the women seemed to be upset about the advertisement and
described it as sick, disgusting and provocative, the men seemed quite indifferent. The men
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pointed out that they did not think that there was something ethically wrong with it, even
though they did not find it especially appealing. In the male group, it was also suggested that
the ad would have been more distasteful if only the left picture had been shown, since they
found that the girl’s face and eyes in the right side of the ad gave it a more personal feeling.
This is in contrast to the response in the female group, where the opposite opinion was ex-
pressed, suggesting that the right picture only made the ad worse, as it alludes to that the girl
is abused and under the influence of drugs. Responses to the YSL Opium ad show differing
opinions between the female and the male group in the same way as the female Sisley ad.
While the women described it as pornographic, and thought that the model’s position made
the ad worse, the men found the ad beautiful and compared it to a painting.

Regarding the Dolce & Gabbana ad, the response was very similar in both groups. Both fe-
male and male respondents found it sensual and tasteful, and the interplay between the couple
was commented, as well as that the female model seemed to take pleasure in the male model’s
touch.

Both groups described the male Sisley ad as ”fun”. However, in the male group a comparison
to the female Sisley ad was made, and it was questioned why the male model in this ad was
“nice and dressed”, while the female model in the other ad looked like she was “on a drug
party”. This type of comparison was not made in the female group, but these respondents
commented its ambiguity, suggesting that it leaves something for the imagination.

The Cool Water ad evoked different responses in the female group compared to the male. The
women were very positive to this ad, describing it as beautiful and commenting the good con-
nection between the ad and the advertised product. In contrast, the men seemed quite indiffer-
ent. They however referred repeatedly to the model’s washboard stomach, especially during
the discussion about body ideals.

The Casall ad did not evoke very much response in either of the groups. Both the female as
well as the male group seemed indifferent to it. The men pointed out that the viewer’s age
could affect the perception of the ad, as an older person would not have any interest in the
advertised product.

In summary, the cross-case table above shows large differences in three of the variables; the
female Sisley ad, the YSL Opium ad, and the Cool Water ad. Responses to the other three ads
were of similar character, especially concerning the Dolce & Gabbana ad, which was de-
scribed in a similar way in both groups, using the same words.

Regarding the specific variables used in the conceptual framework, we have summarized the
answers in each case in four possible alternatives, as shown in Table 5.2 on the next page.
This has been done in order to show the differences and similarities between variables in the
two case studies in a way that makes the analysis easier to overview. The following four al-
ternative summarized answers have been used:
- Agree, which means that the majority of the focus group participants agreed to the stated

variable
- Disagree, which means that the majority of the focus group participants did not agree to

the stated variable
- Uncertain, which means that the focus group participants did not express any clear opin-

ions that made it possible to either verify or falsify the variable
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- Ambiguous, which means that there was such large differences in answers within the
group that it was not possible to verify or falsify the variable

The differences and similarities between the two cases regarding ethical vs. unethical adver-
tising will be analysed in more detail below Table 5.2.

Table 5.2: Ethical vs. unethical advertising

VARIABLE CASE 1 (FEMALE) CASE 2 (MALE)
Women are more favourable than
men to male nudity in advertising

Agree Agree

Men are more favourable than
women to female nudity in adver-
tising

Agree Agree

Women hold a significantly more
negative attitude toward strong
overt sexual appeals in advertising

Agree Disagree

Sexual appeals in advertising are
acceptable if tastefully done

Agree Agree

There is too much sex in advertising Uncertain Disagree
Women dismiss idealized bodies in
advertising as not relevant for com-
parison

Agree Agree

Young women usually and normally
compare themselves with idealized
models in advertising

Agree Agree

Average looking models in adver-
tising can be better than idealized,
to attract attention and stimulate
purchase

Uncertain Disagree

Regarding the first variable, it can be stated that both men and women agreed to that women
are more favourable than men to male nudity in advertising. This is supported by the observa-
tion of the female focus group’s positive response to the male model in the Cool Water ad, as
well as the male group’s indifferent response to the same ad. The women also suggested that
men are indifferent toward nude males in advertising.

The variable stating that men are more favourable than women to female nudity in advertising
is also supported in both cases. There was however a difference in how the groups responded
to this. The females meant that women are receptive to female nudity in advertising, but that
this is for comparison purposes, rather than because of a favourable attitude. In the male
group, it was stated that it is natural for men to look at nude women. These opinions were also
supported by the different responses to the YSL Opium ad that were observed in the two
groups, i.e. the male group expressed positive opinions about it (with one exception) while the
females found it pornographic.

Case one supports the variable stating that women hold a significantly more negative attitude
toward strong overt sexual appeals in advertising than men, while it is dismissed in case two.
The female group was of the opinion that this statement is valid. The obviously more negative
reactions toward the female Sisley ad and the YSL Opium ad that were observed in the female
focus group compared to the male group, enhance this support. In contrast, the male focus
group thought that this variable only is valid among older women, not among women in their
own age.
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Both groups agreed on the statement that sexual appeals in advertising are acceptable if done
tastefully, and both groups also mentioned the Dolce & Gabbana perfume ad as an advertise-
ment that alludes to sexuality in a tasteful way. The women as well as the men found the ad
sensual. However, it was pointed out in the male group that they did not think that less taste-
ful sexual appeals are unethical, just that tastefulness makes the advertising nicer to look at.

The female group was uncertain about whether there is too much sex in current advertising or
not, and they did not express such clear opinions that it was possible to either verify or falsify
the variable. In the male group, however, the participants disagreed to the variable, as most of
them did not think that there is too much sex in advertising. The men were of the opinion that
sex in advertising has become increasingly accepted.

The first variable regarding body ideals is that women may dismiss idealized models in ad-
vertising as not relevant for comparison. This is supported in both cases, since both men and
women thought that women who have passed teenage and adolescence compare themselves to
idealized models to a much lower extent than very young women. In addition, the male group
suggested that “older” people are safe in themselves and that it is easier to affect a younger
person. When it comes to young women and adolescent girls, comparison with advertised
images is said to be normal and usual. Since both groups thought that young women compare
themselves with advertising images to a larger extent than “older” women, this variable is
supported in both cases.

In the female focus group, the variable suggesting that average looking models may be a bet-
ter choice than idealized models in terms of attracting attention and influencing purchases
could not be unambiguously verified. The women suggested that it would be good, and attract
more positive attention, if more average models were used in advertising. However, the issue
about whether this would influence purchase could not be supported. In contrast, responses in
case two showed that the men thought that idealized models attract more attention and influ-
ences to purchase than average looking models would. Therefore, this variable is dismissed in
the male group.

5.2 Risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising

Research question number two aims to describe risks and disadvantages with controversial
advertising. As stated in the purpose, this is done from the perspective of Swedish consumers’
perceptions. The disposition of this section is the same as in section 5.1.

5.2.1 Within-case analysis

Both Waller (1999) and Treise and Weigold (1994) have stated that advertising that offends
the public could result in a drop of sales or boycotting of the advertised product. The female
participants were quite hesitant to whether they actually would boycott or avoid buying prod-
ucts because of offending elements in the advertising. However, the respondents thought that
such actions are likely to occur, even if they would not take these actions themselves. It was
also suggested that Swedish people are more accepting toward controversial advertising,
hence, boycotting or drop of sales would be more likely to occur in other countries. Thus, in
case one we find support for this variable as a possible risk connected to controversial adver-
tising, with the reservation that it may be more valid in countries with lower level of tolerance
than Sweden.
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This variable is also supported in case two. The male focus group agreed that drop of sales or
boycotting are plausible risks when advertising is offending the public. A comment was that
advertising that is “too coarse” will strike back on the advertiser. The participants however
meant that they themselves would not avoid purchasing a product because of the way it is
advertised. One remark from the beginning of this focus group session is contradictive to this
statement, as a respondent said, after looking at the Sisley women’s wear advertisement (Ap-
pendix 2), that he would not buy Sisley clothes after having seen this ad.

Sexual appeals
According to Schiffman and Kanuk (1997), it is relatively common that women and men feel
that sexually charged advertising can promote sexual harassment. Our collected data in case
one cannot verify this variable, as the answers from the female focus group were quite differ-
ing. Some found this theory to be very likely, partly judging from own experiences, while
others dismissed it.

Data from case two are equally contradictive. Responses in the male focus group ranged from
that sexually charged advertising “definitely” could promote sexual harassment to that the
connection is very far-fetched. Therefore, this variable could not be verified in case two.

Schiffman and Kanuk (1997) also contend that sexual appeals in advertising rarely encourage
curiosity about the product, as such appeals seem to interfere with message comprehension.
Moreover, the authors state that the risk of not making a selling impression is even higher if
the sexual appeal is not relevant to the advertised product (ibid). Empirical data from case one
show that most of the focus group participants were agreed on that sex actually sells, thus
dismissing the first variable. It was also mentioned that when sex is combined with humour,
curiosity about the product is increased. Regarding the second variable, all female respon-
dents thought that when sexual appeals are irrelevant to the product, the risk of not making a
selling impression is higher.

Case two data dismiss Schiffman and Kanuk’s (1997) statement that sexual appeals in adve r-
tising rarely encourage curiosity about the product. The male participants meant that the effect
is the opposite, as they thought that you actually do remember the brand or company behind
the “sexy” advertisement. A couple of objections to this were however made. One participant
meant that if the advertised product is not of interest or use for him at the moment, he would
not remember the advertised product, just the sexual appeals in the ad. Another respondent
was of the opinion that it happens that you see the sex but not the product. The second vari-
able introduced by Schiffman and Kanuk (1997) is the increased risk of not making a selling
impression when the sexual appeal is not relevant to the advertised product. We find that the
empirical data collected in the male focus group support this theory, as the majority of the
respondents agreed to it. Hair care products and perfume were mentioned as examples of
products that have a natural connection to sexual appeals to a certain extent. During the ses-
sion, several participants expressed the opinion that this kind of advertising is not unethical,
but that it is ridiculous. An illustrative comment was, “I don’t buy more Firestone tires just
because it’s a naked girl in the ad”.

According to Gould (1994), sexually explicit advertising that is mixed with violence may
contribute to sexual violence and hostility toward women. This is supported by the data col-
lected in case one, as all women found this connection to be very likely. They meant that this
kind of advertising could function as a trigger for people that have violent tendencies.
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Male focus group data also support this variable, as none of the respondents disagreed with
the statement. Here, it was mentioned that sexually explicit advertising that is mixed with
violence could affect people with unstable mentality. The participants did not think that such
advertising could influence people in general to the extent that it would contribute to sexual
violence and hostility toward women.

Body ideals
Lavine, Sweeney and Wagner (1999) have stated that the increasing norm of thinness in ad-
vertising is contributing to that women constantly perceive themselves as overweight and
want to be thinner. In addition, the authors contend that women also overestimate both men’s
and other women’s preferences for female thinness (ibid). The answers from the female focus
group support these variables, as all respondents seemed to find the statements of Lavine et al
(1999) accurate. Comments during the session show that most of the respondents think that it
is important to be seen as slim and beautiful in the eyes of others, and that this is influenced
by the thin norm in advertising.

Case two data also support the above-mentioned variables, as all male focus group partici-
pants agreed to both statements. It was suggested that women are more insecure than men are,
but the respondents also discussed this issue from a male perspective. They meant that men
also are inclined to judge themselves in a similar way, referring to the overestimation of other
people’s preferences for one’s own looks.

Lavine et al (1999) have also found that male body ideals in advertising can affect men’s per-
ceptions of their own bodies. The authors claim that advertising that portray especially attrac-
tive, athletic or muscular males may cause men to feel insecure about their bodies. The data
from the female focus group show that all respondents thought that men are becoming more
insecure about their looks today, and that advertising has contributed to this. As one partici-
pant put it, “They are more and more affected by ideals”. Therefore, we find this variable to
be supported in case one.

Also in case two, empirical data give support to the variable discussed above. Respondents in
the male focus group thought that many men are affected by idealized male models in adver-
tising to the extent that they feel agony about their looks. It was also pointed out that this in-
fluence is greater on younger men. The Cool Water ad (Appendix 6) was mentioned as an
example of an ad that could create such feelings of insecurity.

According to Lavine et al (1999), body ideals in advertising influence men to perceive them-
selves as underweight. The authors further claim that males report a desire to be larger due to
these influences (ibid). In case one, the response to this issue was a unanimous agreement. It
was suggested that even if there are many thin men in advertising, these are not the models
that men compare themselves with. The participants meant that men measure their weight in
muscles, while women measure their weight in fat. With basis in the answers from the female
focus group, we find this variable to be supported in case one.

Case two data also verify this variable. The men thought that current body ideals affect men
to exercise more, as they want to become more muscular. It was however mentioned that the
influence of body ideals in advertising is not only a risk; it can also have positive effects such
as people starting to exercise in order to become healthier. Moreover, the group meant that the
gap between idealized advertising images and reality is increasing, as people in general are
becoming more overweight while models in advertisements are getting thinner and more fit.
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Another important risk connected to body ideals in advertising is pointed out by Prendergast
(1998). His study shows that the use of thin models in advertising is partly to blame for the
increasing incidence of eating disorders, such as anorexia and bulimia. This theory is sup-
ported in case one, as all female respondents thought that there is a clear connection between
body ideals in advertising and eating disorders among young women. As in the discussion
about whether women compare themselves with advertising images or not, this issue instantly
led to a focus on younger women, especially teenagers. Issues like identification with ideals
and the intrusiveness of advertising were brought up.

Prendergast’s (1998) theory is supported by the empirical data generated in case two. The
male focus group was unanimously agreeing to that the use of thin models in advertising con-
tribute to eating disorders. Comparisons with former body ideals were made. It was men-
tioned that in past times chubbiness has been preferred, and also that in times when slim ide-
als were fashionable, these were attained through the usage of corsets, not dieting.

5.2.2 Cross-case analysis

As in section 5.1.2, we have summarized the answers in each case in four possible alterna-
tives. These are shown in Table 5.3 below. The same way of summarizing answers as in the
previous table has been used, that is, the four alternative answers are: agree, disagree, uncer-
tain, and ambiguous.

Table 5.3: Risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising

VARIABLE  CASE 1 (FEMALE) CASE 2 (MALE)
Offending the public can result in
drop of sales or boycotting

Agree Agree

Sexually charged advertising can
promote sexual harassment

Ambiguous Ambiguous

Sexual appeals in advertising rarely
encourage curiosity about the prod-
uct

Disagree Disagree

Risk of not making a selling im-
pression increases if the sexual
appeal is irrelevant to the product

Agree Agree

Sexually explicit advertising mixed
with violence may contribute to
sexual violence and hostility toward
women

Agree Agree

The increasing norm of thinness has
led to women perceiving themselves
as overweight and want to be thin-
ner

Agree Agree

Women overestimate men’s and
other women’s preferences for fe-
male thinness

Agree Agree

Advertising with attractive, athletic
and muscular men may cause men
to feel insecure about their bodies

Agree Agree

Men tend to perceive themselves as
underweight and want to be larger

Agree Agree

The use of thin models in advertis-
ing is partly to blame for the in-
crease of eating disorders

Agree Agree
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Both groups thought that drop of sales or boycotting of the advertised product are likely to
occur if people feel offended by the advertising. Therefore, we find this variable to be sup-
ported in both cases, even though neither the females nor the males thought that they would
take these actions themselves.

The variable suggesting that sexually charged advertising could promote sexual harassment
evoked differing opinions in both cases, ranging from definite support to clear objection. This
ambiguity makes it difficult to verify or falsify the variable in any of the two cases.

The variable suggesting that sexual appeals in advertising rarely encourage curiosity about the
product is dismissed in case one as well as in case two. Both women and men were of the
opinion that sex in advertising sells, even though a few objections were made in the male fo-
cus group. The women added that sex in combination with humour increases curiosity about
the product even more.

Men as well as women agreed on the variable suggesting that the risk of not making a selling
impression is higher if the sexual appeal is not relevant to the advertised product. In the male
group, it was commented that the usage of sexual appeals in an irrelevant manner is ridicu-
lous, but not unethical.

The variable stating that sexually explicit advertising that is mixed with violence may con-
tribute to sexual violence and hostility toward women is supported in both cases. The women
meant that this kind of advertising could work as a trigger for people with violent tendencies.
In the male group a similar opinion was expressed, referring to people with “unstable mental-
ity”.

Females and males agreed to the statement that the increasing norm of thinness in advertising
is contributing to that women constantly perceive themselves as overweight and want to be
thinner. The variable suggesting that women overestimate men’s and other women’s prefer-
ences for female thinness is also supported in both cases. It was contended in the female
group that it is important to be seen as slim and beautiful in the eyes of others. The males
thought that women are more insecure about their looks than men are, but they also meant
that men are inclined to judge themselves in a similar manner.

Both groups agreed upon that advertising with especially attractive, athletic and muscular
men may cause men to feel insecure about their bodies. In the female group, it was suggested
that men are more and more affected by ideals. Male respondents thought that younger men
are more influenced than “older” men by body ideals in advertising, and they also mentioned
the Cool Water ad as an example of an ad that could cause feelings of insecurity.

Responses in both cases support the statement that men perceive themselves as underweight
and want to become larger. It seemed as participants in both groups took for granted that
“larger” equals more muscular, not fatter. In the female group, the opinion was expressed that
men do not compare themselves with thin male models in advertising. Male participants
meant that a positive angle of muscular males in advertising could be that it may influence
people to start exercise in order to become healthier. They also pointed out that the gap be-
tween idealized advertising images and reality is increasing.

The last variable regarding body ideals concerns the risk that the use of thin models in adver-
tising contributes to the increasing incidence of eating disorders, such as anorexia and buli-
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mia. This variable is supported by both men and women, as all respondents in both cases
thought that there is a clear connection between body ideals in advertising and eating disor-
ders. Female participants pointed out that this risk is especially relevant among young
women, as they look for ideals to identify themselves with.

5.3 Control and regulation of ethics in advertising

The aim of research question number three is to describe the control and regulation of ethics
in advertising. As stated in the purpose, this is done from the perspective of Swedish consum-
ers’ perceptions. The disposition of this section is the same as in the two previous sections. It
starts with the within-case analysis, and then the two cases are compared to each other
through a cross-case analysis, thus finishing off the entire analysis.

5.3.1 Within-case analysis

Boddewyn (1991) presents six different means of controlling soft issues, such as sexual ap-
peals and body ideals, in advertising. These means include bans and censorship, government
regulation (legislation), industry and company norms, media criteria, community and market
control, and self-regulation (ibid). Data from case one show that the female focus group pre-
ferred self-regulation in the form of a council where the members are regularly replaced. This
would avoid that they become “numb” to unethical advertising. Another argument is that the
borders of what is acceptable in society are constantly changing, thus requiring a council that
reflects these changes. A suggestion was made that a “black list” should be set up. This list
would include all advertisers that have been convicted for unethical advertising, and the group
pointed out that the list should be published and always be available for consumers. This way,
consumers would be able to gain awareness about which advertisers that have been convicted,
and how many times this has occurred for each advertiser. The female focus group also
pointed out the importance of consumer responsibility, thus suggesting community and mar-
ket control. One participant also brought up industry norms as a way of regulating ethics in
advertising.

Empirical data from case two show that the male respondents preferred a combination of self-
regulation, industry norms, and market control. It was contended that it is difficult to create a
common norm for regulation, since the perception of ethical dimensions in advertising is
subjective. Cultural differences were also mentioned as a factor influencing the issue of con-
trol and regulation of ethics in advertising. The great amount of foreign advertising reflects
different ethical norms, thus making it difficult to regulate such soft issues in a domestic set-
ting.

Whether legislation is a good way to control ethics in advertising or not is an issue that is dis-
cussed by Edman (1996). The author presents different arguments pro and against legislation.
Arguments pro legislation of ethics in advertising include that there currently are no efficient
sanctions, society’s position would better be accentuated, increasing violence against women,
and that there are no juridical obstacles for legislation. (ibid) Empirical data from the female
focus group suggest the following arguments pro legislation:
- Legislation would make it possible to impose sanctions
- It would be easier to judge unethical advertising if there was a law to base the decision on
- Legislation in the form of censorship would filter unethical advertising before it reaches

consumers
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Thus, the first argument provided by the female group support one of the arguments stated by
Edman, namely that there currently are no efficient sanctions against unethical advertising.
This matches the data suggesting that legislation would make it possible to impose sanctions.
The other comments made by the women can be seen as complements to theory.

According to Edman (1996), arguments against legislation include that it would interfere with
the strong press law, that changing norms would make a law outdated, that a change must
come through the moulding of public opinion, that only the gravest advertisements would be
convicted, and that sexist advertising is too deeply rooted in society to be affected by a law.
Data from the female focus group suggest the following arguments against legislation:
- Economic sanctions will not work, since larger companies do not care if they have to pay

fines when they already have exposed the advertising
- Withdrawn advertising has already served its purpose, since it already has reached the

consumers before it is convicted
- Negative publicity (from convictions) can also be seen as good publicity
- There is always loopholes in laws
- It is difficult to judge what elements that make an advertisement “too coarse”
None of the arguments against legislation collected in the female focus group fits with the
conceptual framework, and must therefore be regarded as complements to theory.

Case two data imply a negative attitude toward legislation among the male participants. The
two participants that contributed with arguments pro legislation emphasised that even if they
could see that people may have these arguments, they did not support a law in this area them-
selves. These two arguments were:
- It would be easier to judge and convict unethical advertising if there was a law
- Harsh punishments would be effective
Thus, one of the arguments stated by Edman (1996) is supported by the second comment pro-
vided by the male group. The theoretical argument is that there currently are no efficient
sanctions against unethical advertising, which roughly matches the data suggesting that harsh
punishments would be effective means against unethical advertising. The first comment made
in the male group is thereby seen as a complement to theory.

The following arguments against legislation of ethics in advertising emanating from the male
focus group session can be outlined:
- Ethical norms in society are constantly changing (thus making it difficult to stipulate a

law)
- Government should not decide what citizens’ opinions about ethics should be
- Too much laws make people stop thinking
- Such laws are unjustifiable in a free society
The first and the last comments are supporting two of the theoretical arguments, namely that
the continuous change of norms in society would fast make a law outdated, and that legisla-
tion would interfere with the strong press law. The other two comments could thereby be seen
as complements to theory.
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5.3.2 Cross-case analysis

In order to provide an overview of the responses to variables in each case, these are summa-
rized in Table 5.4 below. No “coding” of the answers has been made, as the data collected
regarding control and regulation of ethics in advertising could not verify or falsify each sepa-
rate variable. Rather, the aim was to investigate whether the participants’ arguments and
opinions matched the conceptual framework in an overall sense.

Table 5.4: Control and regulation of ethics in advertising

VARIABLE CASE 1 (WOMEN) CASE 2 (MEN)
Preferred means of controlling
“soft” issues in advertising
- Bans and censorships
- Government regulation
- Industry and company norms
- Media criteria
- Community and market control
- Self-regulation bodies

- Self-regulation in council with
frequently replaced members

- Blacklisting
- Consumer responsibility

(community and market con-
trol)

- Industry norms

- Self-regulation
- Industry norms
- Market control
Difficult to control ethics in adver-
tising, since perceptions of ethical
dimensions are subjective.

Arguments pro legislation
- Currently no efficient sanctions
- Society’s position would better

be accentuated
- Increasing violence against

women
- No juridical obstacles for leg -

islation

- Possible to impose sanctions
- Censorship would filter unethi-

cal advertising before it reaches
consumers

- Easier to judge

- Easier to judge and convict
- Harsh punishments would be

effective
No one supported these arguments,
even if the participants recognised
that some people may agree to
them.

Arguments against legislation
- Would interfere with the strong

press law
- Changing norms would make a

law outdated
- Change must come through the

mould ing of public opinion
- Only the gravest advertis e-

ments would be convicted
- Sexist advertising is too deeply

rooted in society to be affected
by a law

- Economic sanctions will not
work

- Withdrawn advertising has
already reached its purpose

- Negative publicity can also be
good publicity

- Always loopholes in laws
- Difficult to judge what is too

coarse

- Ethical norms in society are
constantly changing

- Government should not decide
citizens’ opinions on ethics

- Too much laws make people
stop thinking

- Unjustifiable in a free society

Among the six different means of control and regulation of “soft” issues (such as ethics) in
advertising, both the male and the female group preferred self-regulation, industry norms, and
market control. The women also added that some form of blacklisting could increase con-
sumer awareness about advertisers that have been convicted for unethical advertising. In the
male group, it was pointed out that it is difficult to control ethics in advertising, as people’s
perceptions of ethical dimensions are subjective.

Regarding arguments pro legislation, both the female and the male group suggested that a law
would make it possible to impose sanctions, and the males meant that sanctions in the form of
harsh punishments would be effective. This matches one of the arguments stated in theory,
namely that there currently are no efficient sanctions against unethical advertising. None of
the other comments made in both cases matches the stated arguments. However, both males
and females were of the opinion that it would be easier to judge cases regarding ethics in ad-
vertising if there was a law to base the decision on.  It must also be noted that none of the men
supported the arguments pro legislation, even if they recognised that some people may agree
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to them. In contrast, the women thought that some form of censorship (similar to the censor-
ing of movies) would be a way to filter unethical advertising before it reaches consumers.

The arguments against legislation differ between the female and the male focus group. Com-
ments made in the male group focus on the freedom in society, while the women discussed
the issue primarily in terms of the difficulty of instituting an effective law. None of the argu-
ments suggested by the women matches the stated theoretical arguments, while two of the
men’s opinions correspond with theory. The males’ argument that ethical norms in society are
constantly changing matches the statement that the continuous change of norms in society
would fast make a law outdated. Also, the men found legislation to be unjustifiable in a free
society, which corresponds with the argument that a law would interfere with the strong press
law.

5.4 Summary

The empirical data outlined in Chapter 4 has now been compared to the conceptual frame-
work reviewed in Chapter 2. The analysis started by data reduction in a within-case analysis
of the topic area connected to research question one. Then, the data was displayed through a
cross-case analysis of the two cases regarding the first topic area. Further, the topic areas con-
nected to the other two research questions have been analysed separately in the same manner.
Thus, the analysis of each topic was completed before moving on to the next area. Now that
the data have been analysed, findings can be outlined and conclusions can be drawn. In addi-
tion, implications for practitioners, theory and future research can be made. All findings, con-
clusions and implications will be presented in the following chapter.
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6. FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS

In this final chapter, the research questions that were posed in Chapter 1 will be answered by
expressing our findings. During the work with this thesis, we came across different views and
perceptions that were provided to us by the focus group participants. In some cases, they
agreed with existing theories, and sometimes they did not. In some instances, other interesting
issues, which were not covered in our conceptual framework, were brought up. Since the aim
with this chapter is to answer the three research questions and thereby fulfilling the purpose
of the study, all findings that are relevant to the stated purpose, research questions and de-
marcations will be presented, regardless if they match existing theories or not. Therefore, we
are able to draw specific conclusions with basis in the empirical data, the analysis and our
findings. Each of the research questions will be answered in separate sections. Thereafter,
general conclusions regarding issues that have arised during the study will be presented. Fi-
nally, implications for practitioners, for theory, and for future research will be suggested.

6.1 How can ethical vs. unethical advertising be described?

During our research, we have uncovered some broad definitions of unethical advertising,
which were provided to us by participants in the focus groups. According to them, advertising
is unethical if it is done on the expense of someone’s integrity, if it makes you unpleasantly
affected, if it exploits other people’s unhappiness, or if it is aimed to minors who have no
conception of what is right or wrong. Many people can probably agree on these broadly for-
mulated definitions. However, we have aimed to find out more specifically what kind of ad-
vertising that people may perceive as unethical, and thereby also what advertising that is per-
ceived as ethically correct. In order to narrow the scope of the study, we made the choice to
focus on sexual appeals and body ideals in advertising. Therefore, our findings and conclu-
sions will focus on these areas.

When looking at advertising images, it can be concluded that women hold a more positive
attitude toward male nudity than men, while men are more favourable toward female nudity
than women. Thus, there is a larger chance that an ad containing a nude model is viewed as
ethically correct if the viewer is of the opposite sex. However, it seems like neither men nor
women think that it is the actual nudity that makes the advertising unethical.

We have also discovered that women seem to interpret the advertising image in more detail
than men do. Women pay attention to what they perceive to be sexist or degrading features in
the picture. It seems to us that men in general only see the actual picture, which does not nec-
essarily represent some kind of action. An example of this difference in interpretation of ad-
vertising images is the YSL Opium ad that was shown to the focus group participants. While
the women saw the pornographic features in the picture and reflected on the model’s deserted
position and her high-heeled shoes, most of the men viewed the image mainly as a beautiful
picture, comparing it to a piece of art. In this sense, it is also interesting to note that women,
not men, discussed the colouring of the ad as important for the impression. For example, the
female focus group thought that the black and white colouring in the Dolce & Gabbana ad
enhanced the sensual impression, while the colouring of the female Sisley ad was seen as
“raw”.

We have found that men are more tolerant regarding the level of sexual appeals in advertising
than women. Even though females may not spontaneously define a sexually explicit adver-
tisement as “unethical” very often, they do not feel uncomfortable in using the term. Men, on
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the other hand, are very reluctant to say that any sexual appeals in advertising are unethical
even when they express negative opinions about an advertisement. Rather than classifying a
sexually explicit ad as unethical, they prefer to call it bad, ridiculous or distasteful. The rea-
sons for this difference in perceptions between genders are probably deeply rooted psycho-
logically and biologically, and are clearly beyond the scope of this study.

Regarding the concept of tastefulness in the use of sexual appeals, a sensual impression seems
to be equal to tasteful. Both men and women appreciate a sensual touch in advertising, and
they find tasteful sexual allusions to be much more appealing than less tasteful allusions.
Women emphasize that it is more tasteful if there is something to fantasize about, that is, the
sexual appeals should leave something for the imagination.

The use of humorous angles in advertising seems to change the impact of sexual appeals in a
positive way when used in combination with them, as the focus of the advertising is lifted
from the sexual to the humour, thus increasing curiosity about the product. Therefore, we find
that the use of humour in combination with sexual appeals might contribute to making the
advertising less ethically sensitive.

Women, especially very young women, frequently compare themselves with idealized images
in advertising. The level of comparison seems to decrease as the woman grows older and be-
comes more secure in herself. As this kind of comparison with advertised body ideals is very
likely to be harmful to the self-esteem, a way of counteracting this could be to use more aver-
age looking models. This would make advertising more ethically correct, but it would proba-
bly not be as effective when it comes to stimulating purchase as the idealized models. Thus,
whether average looking or idealized models should be used may become an ethical dilemma
for the advertiser.

The media channel seems to have a large influence on whether people remember the adver-
tising or not. Almost all examples of unethical or good advertising mentioned by participants
were TV commercials; with the exception of the very heavily debated Benetton and Calvin
Klein print ads. We can therefore conclude that the intrusiveness of the TV medium seems to
be higher than the intrusiveness of print media, and that people remember and refer to TV
commercials to a larger extent than they remember print advertisements. This means that it
seems more likely to find unethical advertising in print media, since advertising in television
has a much higher penetrative power and thereby is more likely to cause a negative debate if it
is perceived as unethical.

With the basis in the analysis and our findings, we have arrived at the following specific con-
clusions regarding research question one:

• There is a larger chance that an ad containing a nude model is viewed as ethically cor-
rect if the viewer is of the opposite sex

• Neither men nor women think that it is the actual nudity that makes the advertising
unethical

• Women seem to interpret advertising images in more detail than men do
• Men are more tolerant regarding the level of sexual appeals in advertising than women

are
• Men, in contrast to women, are very reluctant to say that any sexual appeals in adver-

tising are unethical, even when they express negative opinions about an advertisement
• If an advertisement that alludes to sex gives a sensual impression, it is regarded to be

tasteful
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• The use of humour in combination with sexual appeals might contribute to making the
advertising less ethically sensitive

• Women, especially very young women, frequently compare themselves with idealized
images in advertising, but the level of comparison seems to decrease as the woman
grows older and becomes more secure in herself

• It seems more likely to find unethical advertising in print media, since advertising in
television has a much higher penetrative power and thereby is more likely to cause a
negative debate if it is perceived as unethical

6.2 How can the risks and disadvantages with controversial advertising be described?

A possible risk that advertisers should consider is that sales may drop or the product may be
entirely boycotted if people perceive the advertising as unethical. However, this risk is possi-
bly most valid in older age segments. None of the focus group participants, aged in their 20ies
and early 30ies, thought that they would take these actions themselves, even though they
found these risks to be very likely.

We can also conclude that the mere fact that people are affected by advertising implies several
risks. The most severe risk might be that sexually charged advertising mixed with violence in
some instances could contribute to that mentally unstable people become sexually violent and
hostile toward women. This is according to the answers from respondents in the focus groups.
However, it might be questioned whether these respondents have the psychological insight to
make a clear statement about this. Therefore, we leave this finding to be dealt with by other
researchers.

Our findings also suggest that people in general are getting “numb” – sex has become so
commonplace in advertising today that consumers do not react anymore. This may cause ad-
vertisers to test the limits by making the advertising more and more coarse in order to attract
attention. Since both men and women think that sex sells, it is not a mystery why the usage of
sexual appeals in advertising is so widespread. However, advertisers should consider whether
the usage of sexual appeals is relevant to the advertised product. If there is a natural connec-
tion between a certain degree of sexual appeals and the product, such as skincare products,
perfume or underwear, consumers find the sexual allusions more acceptable as they are per-
ceived as relevant to the advertised product. Otherwise, there is a substantial risk that the ad-
vertisement is perceived as ridiculous and/or unethical.

Both men and women are affected by the current slim and fit body ideals in advertising. This
often seems to cause women to perceive themselves as overweight and it makes them want to
be thinner, while men see themselves as underweight and want to be larger, i.e. more muscu-
lar. In addition, both men and women tend to overestimate other people’s preferences re-
garding their looks. That is, they feel that it is in the eyes of others they want to be seen as
beautiful and fit. This influence exerted by body ideals seems to be larger during teenage and
adolescence, when girls and boys seek ideals to identify themselves with. The sensitivity of
young people may result in that the current body ideals in advertising influence them to diet
and exercise excessively, thus increasing the risk for eating disorders. It seems like the level
of comparison with advertising images, and thereby also the risk of negative effects, is de-
creasing as people grow older and become more secure about themselves. Since the focus
group participants expressed their opinions based on their own experiences and observations
of others, it must be noted that “older” in this sense means past adolescence, or a fairly
grown-up person.
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With the basis in the analysis and our findings, we have arrived at the following specific con-
clusions regarding research question two:

• If people perceive advertising as unethical, sales may drop or the product may be en-
tirely boycotted. This risk is most likely to be valid in older age segments

• People in general are getting “numb” – sex has become so commonplace in advertis-
ing today that consumers do not react anymore, thus, advertisers may test the limits by
making the advertising more and more coarse in order to attract attention

• There is a substantial risk that an advertisement containing sexual appeals is perceived
as ridiculous and/or unethical if there is no natural connection between the advertised
product and the sexual appeals

• The current slim and fit body ideals in advertising often cause women to perceive
themselves as overweight, and it makes them want to be thinner, while men see them-
selves as underweight and want to be more muscular

• Body ideals in advertising also contribute to men and women tend overestimating
other people’s preferences regarding their looks

• The influence exerted by body ideals in advertising seems to be larger during teenage
and adolescence, when girls and boys seek ideals to identify themselves with

• The sensitivity of young people may result in that the current body ideals in advertis-
ing influence them to diet and exercise excessively, thus increasing the risk for eating
disorders

• The level of comparison with advertising images, and thereby also the risk for nega-
tive effects, seems to decrease as young people grow up and become more secure
about themselves

6.3 How can the control and regulation of ethics in advertising be described?

Our findings reveal that Swedish consumers think that one suitable means for control and
regulation of ethics in advertising would be self-regulation, possibly in the form of a council
where the members are regularly replaced. This would avoid that members become numb to
unethical advertising. Another means of control and regulation would be industry norms in
the form of branch ethical norms where companies together state what they should regard as
ethically acceptable or unacceptable in advertising. The third way of control and regulation
that is preferred by consumers is community and market control. Especially female respon-
dents emphasized the importance of consumer responsibility. They also suggested a form of
blacklisting, which would include all advertisers that have been convicted for unethical ad-
vertising. This would enable consumers to be aware of which advertisers that have been con-
victed, and how many times this has occurred.

However, it is difficult to create a common norm for regulation, since the perception of ethi-
cal dimensions in advertising is subjective and it is difficult to state what specific elements
that make an advertisement too coarse. In addition, the great amount of foreign advertising
reflects different ethical norms, which further complicates the matter of control and regula-
tion.

A possible way of regulating ethics in advertising is through legislation, which currently is
not practised in Sweden. Our findings show that women seem to be more positive toward
legislation of ethics in advertising than men. In fact, men seem very negative toward this, and
emphasize the importance of citizen’s freedom of opinions, which they feel would be reduced
by such laws. Women thought that a filter in the form of censorship would be a way to control
unethical advertising, since they meant that advertising already has reached its purpose if it is
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allowed to reach the market before it is convicted. In summary, females had arguments pro as
well as against legislation of ethics in advertising. No unambiguous standpoint could be gen-
erated from these data.

With the basis in the analysis and our findings, we have arrived at the following specific con-
clusions regarding research question three:

• Suitable means for control and regulation of ethics in advertising are self-regulation,
industry norms, and community and market control

• Since the perception of ethical dimensions in advertising is subjective, it is difficult to
state which specific elements make an advertisement “too coarse”

• The great amount of foreign advertising reflects different ethical norms, which com-
plicates the matter of control and regulation

• Women seem to be more positive toward legislation of ethics in advertising than men
• Men seem very negative toward legislation and emphasize the importance of citizen’s

freedom of opinions, which they feel would be reduced by such laws
• Women feel that a filter in the form of censorship would be a way to control unethical

advertising, since the advertising already have reached its purpose if it is allowed to
reach the market before it is convicted

6.4 General conclusions

Working with focus groups has been a new and enriching experience for us as researchers.
This interview technique is presently rarely used at our level of research. It has been a cha l-
lenge to conduct the case studies in this way, but we think that the group dynamics in each
focus group contributed to the collection of rich data, which in turn enabled us to draw some
interesting conclusions. As we see it, this has resulted in a contribution to theory. It must also
be noted that the presentation of print advertisements during the focus group sessions worked
very well to trigger discussions. In fact, it would have been difficult to reach the same amount
and quality of empirical data without visible examples to show the partic ipants.

During our research, we have tried to remain objective to all issues. It was not an aim to put
forth that it is only women that face the risks of distorted body ideals, eating disorders, or to
become “victimized” in some way by unethical advertising. However, we have searched for –
and read – a substantial amount of studies within the topic, and found that the area is domi-
nated by theories that deal with how women are affected by controversial advertising. This is
regardless if the author is male or female. Despite the lack of studies dealing with the influ-
ence that controversial advertising may exert on men, we have been able to conclude that men
in fact are affected. Our perception is that men more often are objectified in advertising today,
and that there is an increasing tendency toward the portrayal of men as sex objects. Therefore,
we suggest that further research could be made regarding the male perspective of these issues.

6.5 Implications for practitioners

The implications for practitioners can be seen as advise to advertisers – within companies or
on external advertising agencies. The following implications are based on the empirical data,
analysis and conclusions conducted during this study. They are focusing on perceptions and
views among Swedish consumers that may affect the way advertising messages are received
and decoded, and also some possible feedback that advertisers should consider.
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When targeting women, advertisers should be aware of that their tolerance for sexual appeals
in advertising is lower than men’s, and also that they interpret the content of the advertising
image in more detail than men do. There is however a larger chance that an ad containing a
nude model is viewed as ethically correct if the viewer is of the opposite sex, which means
that a female target audience will appreciate sexual appeals more if the advertising shows a
man rather than a woman. The opposite is also true, that is, men are more positive to female
nudity in advertising than women are. Moreover, it is good to know that if the sexual allusions
in the advertisement make a sensual impression, both men and women regard it as tasteful. In
addition, the colouring of the advertisement contributes to females’ impression of whether the
ad is tasteful or not.

As neither men nor women think that it is the actual nudity that makes an advertisement un-
ethical, practitioners must consider if there are other elements in the image that can contribute
to a negative impression of it, such as a female model’s bodily position, facial expression, or a
usage of “raw” colouring. Advertisers should also avoid using sexual appeals when there is no
natural connection between the advertised product and these appeals, as the risk is large that
the advertisement will be perceived as ridiculous and/or unethical.

The use of humour in combination with sexual appeals can be recommended (if done taste-
fully), as it may contribute to make the advertising less ethically sensitive and also raise curi-
osity about the advertised product.

Advertisers should be careful with which body ideals they promote through advertising, as
both men and women, but especially very young women, frequently compare themselves with
idealized images in advertising. The influence exerted by body ideals in advertising seems to
be larger during teenage and adolescence, when girls and boys seek ideals to identify them-
selves with. The sensitivity of young people may result in that the current body ideals in ad-
vertising influence them to diet and exercise excessively, thus increasing the risk for eating
disorders. Therefore, advertisers should choose media vehicle carefully, in order not to expose
sensitive groups to thin body ideals. Another issue regarding the choice of media is that ad-
vertising in television has a much higher penetrative power than print media. It is therefore
more likely that a negative debate arises if the TV advertising is perceived as unethical. Thus,
advertisers should be especially careful when promoting products through TV commercials.

In general, there is a risk of drop of sales or entire boycotting of the advertised product if peo-
ple perceive the advertising as unethical. This risk seems however to be most likely to be
valid in age segments above approximately 30 years.

6.6 Implications for theory

The purpose of this study has been to explore, but mainly to describe, a phenomenon within a
specific area of research. We have aimed to gain a better understanding of this phenomenon
by answering the research questions connected to how Swedish consumers’ perceptions of
ethically acceptable or unacceptable advertising can be described. By increasing the under-
standing of this phenomenon, we have made a contribution to previous studies. We have also
begun to explain certain phenomena while drawing conclusions at the end. Many of these
phenomena however deserve future research consideration, which is what we will propose in
the following section.
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6.7 Implications for future research

During our research, we have uncovered areas that were not within the scope of the study.
Since we find many of them to be interesting propositions for other researchers, we include
them as implications for future research.

• Women seem to interpret advertising images in more detail than men do. An area for
research could be to gain a better understanding of the differences of image interpreta-
tion between genders, and the possible reasons for this.

• The effects of humorous appeals in advertising could be studied in order to find out
possible advantages and disadvantages with this.

• Age was a frequently mentioned factor considering the influence of advertising, espe-
cially regarding body ideals. A way to study this could be to compare the perceptions
of teenagers with those of other age groups, such as 30 – 40 year olds, or even pen-
sioners.

• The suggestion that sexually charged advertising mixed with violence could contribute
to sexual violence and hostility toward women deserves further research, especially
regarding more specific elements of sexual violence in advertising.

• The matter of control and regulation of ethics in advertising is complicated by the
great amount of foreign advertising that reflects different ethical norms. This is a large
area of research, and it will most likely become even more important considering the
globalisation of world economy, the increase of free trade, and the ever-increasing
flow of information across borders through the use of the Internet as a market place.

• Our perception is that men more often are objectified in advertising today, and that
there is an increasing tendency toward the portrayal of men as sex objects. Since our
findings show that men also compare themselves with idealized advertising images,
this area should be of interest to other researchers.
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APPENDIX 1A

INTERVIEW GUIDE

RQ 1: How can ethical vs. unethical advertising be described?

What is your opinion about the following statements/theories?
- Males are more favourable than females to ads containing female nudity, but females are

also more favourable than are males toward an ad containing a nude male
- Women hold a significantly more negative attitude toward strong overt sexual appeals in

advertising than men
- Sex appeals in advertising are acceptable if done tastefully
- Many people think that there is too much sex in advertising

- Women may dismiss idealized (that is, thin) models in advertising as not relevant for
comparison. In contrast, it is also said to be usual and normal for adolescent girls and
young women to compare their bodies with advertised images

- Average looking models might be a better choice than idealized models in ads, in terms of
attracting attention and influencing purchases

Would you like to add anything regarding this topic?

RQ 2: How can the risks/disadvantages with controversial advertising be
described?

What is your opinion about the following statements/theories?
- Offending the public can result in a drop of sales or even a boycotting of the advertised

product
- It is relatively common that women and men feel that sexually charged ads can promote

sexual harassment
- Sexual appeals in advertising seem to interfere with message comprehension, which

means that they rarely encourage curiosity about the product
- The risk of not making a selling impression is even higher if the sexual appeal is not rele-

vant to the advertised product
- Sexually explicit advertising that is mixed with violence may contribute to sexual violence

and hostility toward women

- Due to the increasing norm of thinness in advertising, women consistently perceive them-
selves as overweight and want to be thinner. They also overestimate both men’s and other
women’s preferences for female thinness

- Advertising that portray especially attractive, athletic or muscular men may cause men to
feel insecure about their bodies

- Men, in contrast to women, tend to perceive themselves as underweight and want to be
larger

- The use of thin models in advertising is partly to blame for the increasing incidence of
eating disorders, such as anorexia and bulimia, as it works as a catalyst for such diseases

Would you like to add anything regarding this topic?
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RQ 3: How can the control and regulation of ethics in advertising be de-
scribed?

What is your opinion about the following statements/theories?
- There are six different means of controlling “soft” issues in advertising (such as sexual

appeals and body ideals):
o Bans and censorship
o Government regulation (legislation)
o Industry and company norms
o Media criteria for accepting or rejecting ads
o Community and market control – if people are offended, advertising expend i-

ture can be wasted
o Self-regulation bodies

(Brief description of the Swedish branch ethical council ERK.)

- The council is more likely to acquit the advertisement if there is a natural connection be-
tween the advertised product and a certain degree of nudity

- It is most likely very difficult to extinguish sexist advertising only by working with a
branch ethical council

- Arguments pro legislation against unethical advertising:
o ERK does not have any efficient sanctions against sexist advertising
o A law would better accentuate the position of society
o The violence against women is increasing, which can partly be an effect of the

objectification of women in advertising.
o There are no juridical obstacles for legislation

- Arguments against legislation:
o Legislation would interfere with the strong press law
o The continuous change of norms in society would fast make a law outdated
o Change must come through moulding of public opinion
o A law would only convict the gravest advertisements
o Sexist advertising is deeply rooted in society, and cannot be meaningfully af-

fected by a law

Would you like to add anything regarding this topic?

In connection to the discussions, six advertisements were shown, four with sexual appeals and
two that exemplify the current body ideal. These advertisements are provided as appendices
number 2 – 7.
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INTERVJUGUIDE (svensk version)

Forskningsfråga 1: Hur kan man beskriva etisk kontra oetisk reklam?

Vad är era åsikter om dessa påståenden/teorier?
- Män är mer positiva än kvinnor till reklam som innehåller kvinnlig nakenhet, medan

kvinnor är mer positivt inställda än män gentemot reklam som innehåller nakna män.
- Kvinnor är betydligt mer negativt inställda mot starka sexuella anspelningar i reklam än

män.
- Sexuella anspelningar i reklam är acceptabelt om det är smakfullt genomfört
- Många människor tycker att det är för mycket sex i reklam

- Kvinnor kan avvisa idealkroppar (dvs smala) i reklam som icke relevant för jämförelse.
Andra hävdar att det är vanligt och normalt för tonåriga tjejer och unga kvinnor att jäm-
föra sina kroppar med reklambilder

- Modeller med mer “vanligt” utseende kan vara ett bättre val än idealiserade (smala) mod-
eller i reklam, för att dra till sig uppmärksamhet och påverka till inköp

Har ni något att tillägga?

Forskningsfråga 2: Hur kan man beskriva riskerna/nackdelarna med kon-
troversiell reklam?

Vad är era åsikter om dessa påståenden/teorier?
- Om folk känner sig kränkta av reklam, kan detta resultera i att försäljningen sjunker eller

t.o.m. att den annonserade produkten bojkottas
- Det är relativt vanligt att kvinnor och män uppfattar det som att sexuellt laddad reklam

kan bidra till sexuella trakasserier
- Sexuella anspelningar i reklam kan störa förståelsen av reklambudskapet, vilket betyder

att sex sällan bidrar till att man blir nyfiken på produkten
- Risken att annonsen inte gör ett säljande intryck är ännu högre om den sexuella anspel-

ningen inte är relevant för produkten i reklamen
- Tydligt sexuell reklam med våldsinslag kan bidra till sexuellt våld och fientlighet mot

kvinnor

- P.g.a. att normen för att vara smal har ökat i reklamen uppfattar kvinnor sig själva som
överviktiga och vill bli smalare. Dessutom överskattar de både mäns och andra kvinnors
preferenser för kvinnlig smalhet.

- Reklam med särskilt attraktiva, atletiska eller muskulösa män kan orsaka att män känner
sig osäkra över sina egna kroppar

- Män, i motsats till kvinnor, tenderar att uppfatta sig själva som underviktiga och vill bli
större (kraftigare)

- De tunna modellerna i reklamen är delvis orsak till den ökande omfattningen av ätstörnin-
gar som anorexia och bulimia p.g.a. att de fungerar som en katalysator för sådana sjukdo-
mar

Har ni något att tillägga?
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Forskningsfråga 3: Hur kan man beskriva kontroll och reglering av rek-
lam?

Vad är era åsikter om dessa påståenden/teorier?
- Det finns sex olika sätt att kontrollera s.k. mjuka frågor i reklam, såsom sexuella anspel-

ningar och kroppsideal:
o Bannlysning och censur
o Myndighetsreglering (lagstiftning)
o Bransch- och företagsnormer
o Mediers kriterier för att ta emot eller avvisa reklam
o Samhälls- och marknadskontroll – om folk känner sig kränkta, kan det betyda

att reklamutgifterna är bortkastade
o Självreglerande organ

(Kort beskrivning av det svenska branschetiska rådet ERK.)

- Argument för lagstiftning mot oetisk reklam:
o ERK har inga effektiva sanktioner mot könsdiskriminerande reklam
o En lag skulle betona samhällets ståndpunkt på ett bättre sätt
o Det ökande våldet mot kvinnor kan delvis vara en effekt av objektifieringen av

kvinnor i reklam
o Det finns inga juridiska hinder för lagstiftning

- Argument mot lagstiftning:
o Lagstiftning skulle strida mot den starka tryckfrihetslagen i Sverige
o Den ständiga förändringen av normer i samhället skulle snabbt göra en sådan

lag inaktuell
o En förändring måste komma genom opinionsbildning, inte lagstiftning
o En lag skulle endast fälla de grövsta annonserna
o Könsdiskriminerande reklam är djupt rotat i samhället, och kan inte påverkas

på ett meningsfullt sätt genom lagstiftning

Har ni något att tillägga?

I samband med diskussionerna visades sex stycken annonser, fyra med sexuella anspelningar
och två som utgör exempel på dagens kroppsideal. Dessa annonser återfinns i bilagorna 2 –
7.



APPENDIX 2



APPENDIX 3



APPENDIX 4



APPENDIX 5A



APPENDIX 5B



APPENDIX 6



APPENDIX 7A



APPENDIX 7B


