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Abstract
Informed by the pioneering work of Erving Goffman, subsequent studies by Mee-Eun Kang, recent 
innovations in the Geena Davis Institute, and local approaches by Philippine scholars, this study sought 
to determine the portrayal of gender in Philippine advertising across various media. Specifically, it 
located gender across products, storylines, characters, pitch, and setting. It provided the baseline data 
for the depiction of gender immediately before the pandemic, and served as the benchmark against 
how gender may be portrayed differently in ads in the next normal.

The population of TV, print, and radio advertisements was based on a database maintained by 
Aries Insights and Media Solutions (AIMS), access to which was facilitated by Kantar Media. The study 
covered two TV stations, three broadsheets, two tabloids, two FM stations, and two AM stations. The 
researchers constructed two weeks from January - December 2018 for TV and print, while one week was 
constructed from October to December 2018 for radio.

Across platforms, the most advertised products were food and non-alcoholic beverages, 
pharmaceutical/health/herbal products, and restaurants, retail outlets, and malls. Ads focused on 
product/brand prestige, appealed to any of the five human senses, or concentrated on health. Certain ad 
pitches showed noticeable gendered differences. Women rather than men were associated with beauty, 
youth, and value for money. Print and radio ads featured more men than women, while TV featured more 
women than men.

The study found that while overt objectification was no longer prevalent in advertisements, 
stereotypically gendered portrayals remain in subtle forms across platforms.
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The COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting changes in personal and 
professional lives as well as in private and public places are supposedly 
upending gender norms. To understand prevailing gender norms in society, 
researchers have historically examined advertisements as these supposedly 
“mirror” or “mold” (Grau & Zotos, 2016) societal values. Examining how 
gender was portrayed immediately before the pandemic thus provided us 
with a benchmark against which we could determine the extent to which 
COVID-19 and the response to it altered gender norms as depicted in 
advertisements. This study, conducted in 2019 using data from 2018, 
opportunely gives us such a pre-pandemic baseline for the patterns and 
platform differences in gender portrayal across TV, print, and radio. 

Inspired by the extensive work of the Geena Davis Institute on 
gender representation in media, this study presents a localized analysis 
of advertisements for gendered portrayals on the eve of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Studies on gender representation in media conducted by 
the Geena Davis Institute (2015; 2017; 2018b; 2019) showed that female 
characters in movies and television do not speak as much and get less 
screen time than male characters, are depicted negatively when they are 
professionally successful and driven characters, are emotionally weak; in 
advertising they are often objectified and hypersexualized. At the same time, 
there is positive evidence that when women are depicted as courageous 
and successful, female viewers can be motivated toward greater ambitions 
(Geena Davis Institute, 2016; 2018a; Smith et al., 2012). Positive female role 
models in entertainment have the potential to change social norms and 
expectations of all genders. 

Localized analyses of media content for gendered portrayals are critical 
to the advocacy and communications efforts of the producers and creators 
of these content. This study thus seeks to determine the portrayal of gender 
in Philippine advertising across various media, specifically, as located across 
products, storylines, characters, pitch, and setting.

Review of Related Literature
Advertisements are shaped not only by the industry that makes them, but 
also by the culture of the society in which its industries belong (see Grau & 
Zotos (2016) for a comprehensive meta-analysis of the literature on gender 
and ads from 2010 to 2016). Ad creatives often draw inspiration from various 
aspects of social life, like their daily interactions, regular consumption of 
media content, and constant exposure to pop culture (Soar, 2000; Zayer 
& Coleman, 2015). What we see in advertisements is a reflection, not of 
reality per se, but of ad creatives’ perceptions of various social realities and 
how they choose to present such realities. Although there is no question 
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as to the validity of personal experience as basis for content, there seems 
to be a border between a content creator’s intention and an audience’s 
interpretation of an advertisement. 

Ad creators have become a cultural elite group whose motivations and 
standards for content creation come from within and among themselves 
(Soar, 2000). What ads show are mediated by what ad creatives think would 
satisfy not their main audience (consumers) but their peers (fellow creatives) 
(Soar, 2000; Zayer & Coleman, 2015). It is also important to note that the 
making of an ad involves client demands and production costs. Interestingly, 
ad creatives were found to think that: (1) what makes a good ad is something 
the creator can take credit for, and (2) a bad ad is not reflective of creative 
incompetence but of problematic clients and mishandled accounts (Soar, 
2000). 

What advertisers observe from society heavily influence how they 
create content, and one of the many social aspects advertisers usually delve 
into is gender (Jhally, 1987 as cited in Zayer & Coleman, 2015). However, 
they “continue to misunderstand and misrepresent gender by conflating 
sex, gender, and sexuality” by “utilizing outdated and inaccurate stereotypes 
(Dobscha, 2012) and portraying unattainable standards (Zayer & Otnes, 
2016)” (as cited in Zayer & Coleman, 2015, p. 266).

Depictions of women and girls in products of popular culture—from 
the complex narratives of films to the purely photographic framing of 
print advertising—reflect and perpetuate socially acceptable and often 
constraining gender roles. Biases against women in popular media are well-
documented in the West (Collins, 2011), and monitoring of stereotypical 
gender roles in advertising has been going on for three decades in the 
United States (Grau & Zotos, 2016). However, such studies have not been 
pursued in a systematic way in the Philippines. 

Theoretical Foundations 
Advertising works by projecting what people feel and what they dream 

of. It promotes consumerism via a “commodity image-system” that 

provides a particular vision of the world—a particular mode 
of self-validation that is integrally connected with what one 
has rather than what one is—a distinction often referred 
to as one between ’having’ and ’being,’ with the latter now 
being defined through the former. (Jhally, 1995, p. 80). 

Moreover, two distinct characteristics of 21st century advertising are (1) 
“reliance on visual modes of representation” and (2) “increasing speed and 
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rapidity of the images that constitute it” (also called the ‘vignette approach’) 
(Jhally, 1995, p. 84). These changes in the realm of advertisement production 
focus on making people feel rather than think. Given that an ad only lasts 
for seconds, the viewer is expected to give it undivided attention, which in 
turn draws them to its message. Additionally, the increasing speed of ads 
“had replaced narrative and rational response with images and emotional 
response” (Jhally, 1995, p. 84).

Guided by the Institutional Theory, Linda Tuncay Zayer and Catherine 
Coleman (2015) asserted that “structures within advertising institutions 
legitimate certain ethical practices, which serve as guides for institutional 
actors (i.e., ad professionals) in their creative and strategic decisions about 
gender portrayals in advertising” (p. 265). The authors discovered that there 
are four (4) themes in ad professionals’ views of how gendered portrayals in 
advertising impact its male and female audiences:

•	 Silent professionals are those who think that “ethics do 
not drive the creative and strategic choices they make 
with regard to gender portrayals in ads” (p. 268). 

•	 Those who believe that ‘Men are from Mars, Women 
are from Venus’ manifest a reliance on “stereotypical 
perceptions of men and women that cast women as par-
ticularly vulnerable and therefore in need of protection 
and men as immune to media influence” (p. 268). 

•	 Ad professionals who ‘talk the talk’ “demonstrate an 
awareness that advertising images may negatively affect 
both male and female audiences” (emphasis in text, p. 
269). 

•	 Those who ‘walk the walk’ “understand gender as so-
cially constructed – that is, both men and women can 
be ’sensitive’ or ’tough’ and both can be vulnerable to 
advertising images, given certain contexts” (p. 270). 

The challenge remains for advertisers to observe ethics in portraying 
gender and reconcile these principles as they produce advertisements and/
or meet client needs (Zayer & Coleman, 2015). 

Citing Erving Goffman (1979), Sut Jhally (1995) reiterated how the 
“commodity image-system” in advertising has distorted people’s perceptions 
of gender by showing how men and women are thought to behave, instead of 
showing how they “actually behave.” Gender, in contrast to sex, is not based 
on physical attributes but on how people behave and present themselves in 
relation to the socially constructed standards of femininity and masculinity 



186 Paragas et al. • Gender in Philippine advertisements

(Goffman, 1976; West & Zimmerman, 1987). For Goffman (1976), gender 
displays—that is, the adherence to either side of the dichotomy—may be 
optional, but given the “dialogic character” of displays, non-conformity may 
also entail certain consequences for an individual. 

Goffman’s (1976) work on gender in advertisements has been cited 
and reproduced for many other studies with the same line of questioning. 
Interestingly, Mee-Eun Kang (1997) criticized how Goffman’s study uses a 
purposively chosen sample that already features his major assertion that 
women are almost always featured as subordinate to men. Kang tested seven 
variables—with five lifted from Goffman) and two additional ones—on a 
random sample: relative size, feminine touch, function ranking, ritualization 
of subordination, licensed withdrawal, body display, and independence/self-
assurance. Most of Goffman’s original findings still held true as Kang found 
little difference between her study and Goffman’s. The ads from 1991 that 
Kang used even featured more stereotyping of women in terms of licensed 
withdrawal and body display. Meanwhile, two of Goffman’s (1976) variables 
– relative size and function ranking – were not prevalent in the 1991 ads 
and were hence deemed quite irrelevant. Kang (1997) found that either 
ads showed a solo female or male, or the two genders together “in a family 
scene,” which may imply that “advertisements are frequently targeting more 
specific audiences” (p. 994). Additionally, cosmetic advertisements featured 
“more powerful and independent female gender displays” (Kang, 1997, p. 
994).

Gender in Philippine ads
The study by Michael Prieler and Dave Centeno (2013) found that the 

representation of women in television advertisements does not mirror 
changes in Philippine society where the gender equality score ranks among 
the most progressive in Asia. This was contrary to a much earlier study 
by F.T. Marquez (1975) which measured, among others, male-female roles, 
masculinity and femininity, and personality types presented in Filipino print 
advertisements and found that Philippine ads favored a more Western value 
system. It must be noted that in either case, the local studies argued that 
Philippine ads did not mirror prevalent gender dynamics. Instead, they ran 
counter to studies elsewhere which argued that advertisements reflected 
their home country’s values (Huang & Lowry, 2015; Tartaglia & Rollero, 
2015). That there was deviance between a portrayal of gender in ads and 
the actual social norms regarding gender in the Philippines suggests that 
care must be taken in extrapolating between the two. In the case of this 
research, comparisons that were made as regards gender dynamics before 
and perhaps after the pandemic duly considered the extent to which ads 
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themselves reflect gender-linked social values. In other words, as stated in 
the first paragraph of this paper, the baseline that this research provided 
referred to gender as depicted in ads, and not to gendered dynamics in 
general. 

Traditional gender roles continue to prevail in ads where more men are 
shown in the workplace, generally fully clothed, and delivering more voice-
overs; while women are predominantly placed at home, often suggestively 
dressed, and has less voiceovers. In terms of product categories, more 
women are associated with cosmetics/toiletries while more men are 
associated with pharmaceuticals/health products. An exception to this 
trend is the dominance of female characters in ads attributed to women 
being the primary target audience owing to their position as the majority 
of TV viewers. 

The familial roles assigned to Filipino parents tend to follow traditional 
gender roles. The mother, ilaw ng tahanan [light of the home], is expected 
to be the nurturer and primary caretaker while the father, haligi ng tahanan 
[pillar of the home], plays the role of the provider for the family but has 
minimal involvement in child-rearing. In reality, working mothers are not 
uncommon, especially since the feminization of Filipino labor migrants. The 
inability or failure of mothers to perform their domestic role as caretaker 
is viewed negatively by others and even by themselves (Alampay, 2014), a 
position that is translated in the ads that feature them (Soriano et al., 2014).

Platform Differences
Gender portrayal is facilitated by the affordances of particular media, 

as demonstrated in previous research. In television, women are often 
portrayed in housekeeping roles and associated with domestic, health, 
and beauty products (Cheng & Leung, 2014; Prieler & Centeno, 2013; 
Verhellen, et al., 2014) and retail outlets (Prieler, 2016). Meanwhile, men 
usually appear in professional roles and are associated with technological 
and leisure products (Prieler, 2016; Verhellen, et al., 2014). Men are shown 
with idealized body types and are engaged in paternal roles (Fowler & 
Thomas, 2015). Men also dominate voiceovers (Pedelty & Kuecker, 2014; 
Prieler, 2016) and are featured in a wide variety of topics for public service 
announcements (Cheng & Leung, 2014). The feminine voice, meanwhile, 
is more likely to be featured when the character’s body is also on display 
(Pedelty & Kuecker, 2014).

In magazines, women are often portrayed to be “smaller” (i.e., taking 
up less space), in positions of submissiveness and dependence, in need of 
male protection, and sexually available, which, when framed with men, 
becomes “indicative of their role in society” (Zotos & Tsichla, 2014, p. 254). 
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This is also evident when they are portrayed in non-traditional roles (e.g., 
as professionals) (Zotos & Tsichla, 2016). The changing roles of women in 
society (as professionals, belonging to the public sphere) are slowly being 
reflected but often underrepresented in magazine advertisements. Some 
studies have argued that women continue to be predominantly depicted in 
traditional and decorative roles and in settings or activities associated with 
such (Plakoyiannaki, et al., 2008; Plakoyiannaki & Zotos, 2009; Prieler & 
Centeno, 2013; Valls-Fernández & Martínez-Vicente, 2007).

Methodology
The population of TV, print, and radio advertisements was based on a 
database maintained by Aries Insights and Media Solutions (AIMS), access 
to which was facilitated by Kantar Media. The database includes two TV 
stations, three broadsheets, two tabloids, two FM stations, and two AM 
stations. Stations and publications were chosen based on Metro Manila 
audience share and readership numbers by The Nielsen Company and 
Kantar Media, as reported on ABS-CBN News (2018a, 2018b) and The 
Philippine Star (Desiderio, 2017). For TV and print, the sampling period 
covered 1 January to 31 December 2018. For radio, it was from 1 October to 
31 December 2018. For TV and radio, advertisements from 5 AM to 11:30 
PM were in included in the sample. Constructed week sampling means 
randomly choosing a specific date—within the sampling period, which 
is the entire year of 2018—for each day of the week. Only one week was 
constructed for radio due to a limitation in the database it included only the 
last three months of 2018.

After filtering out repeated advertisements, casual plugging (for TV), 
time checks (for radio), and advertisements which featured no humanoid 
characters (for print), the researchers performed simple random sampling to 
identify 500 TV and 497 radio ads for analysis. All 256 print ads, meanwhile, 
were included in the study. Platform-specific instruments were developed 
to capture both advertisement-level and character-level variables. 

Intercoder Reliability Testing
To ensure that the research team coded textual data objectively, coders 

were tasked to run an intercoder reliability testing of the initial instrument. 
The testing followed an iterative process until the desired intercoder 
reliability coefficient was achieved. A generally accepted minimum 
coefficient of .70 Krippendorff’s alpha was set as the standard of reliability. 

In this project, data encoding was performed by members of the 
research team and student assistants enrolled in a quantitative research 
class. The research team selected and trained these data encoders prior 
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to each intercoder reliability testing. After intercoder reliability scores for 
the run were calculated, a debriefing and retraining session was held by 
the research team with the data encoders. The testing followed an iterative 
process until the desired intercoder reliability coefficient was achieved. For 
each run of reliability testing, a total of 60 advertisements from the sample 
population were coded. 

Initially, character identification was coded by listing the unique 
characters identified by all coders in all ads and then dichotomously marking 
whether the coder identified the character in the ad or not. Dichotomous 
variables, however, can be problematic especially if 1 or 0 is a rare category 
since Krippendorff’s alpha1 considers the prevalence of the categories. 
Thus, a high percentage agreement but a low reliability can be achieved if 
either value of the dichotomous variable is rarely coded. To remedy this, 
categories were created from the unique groups of characters or individuals 
identified by all the coders across all ads. 

Character identification in radio, however, differed from TV and print 
where the character can be cross-checked through visual cues such as a 
girl wearing red, boy wearing blue hat, et cetera. Since the coders could not 
agree on how many voices they heard in the ads and their characters could 
not be cross-checked with each other, the instrument was revised. Instead 
of listing down the characters and cross-checking whether they were coded 
or not, character roles (e.g., narrator, character) became the variables and 
gender was used as the values (e.g., one male, one female, mixed, etc.). 

Variables and measures
The main project from which this research article drew its data explored 

many variables at the ad (e.g., composition and prominence) and character 
(e.g. function ranking, relational role, familial responsibility) levels. 
However, these variables were specific to TV, print, and radio, given their 
respective aural, visual, and/or textual features. Findings for these platform-
specific variables would be presented in other articles (see, for example, 
Rapanot et al., 2020). For this research article, six variables that cut across 
media were chosen for a discussion on overall patterns and cross-platform 
differences. 

Table. 1. Description

Variable Definition TV Print Radio

Product General classification of the product or 
service advertised   

Story The strategic narrative that essays the 
product and features the characters   
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Character Gender of the character (adapted from 
Monk-Turner, Kouts, Parris, & Webb, 2007)   

Pitch Product feature/selling point as presented 
in the ad   

Setting
Specific setting of the advertisement 

(categories adapted from Prieler & Centeno, 
2013; Luyt, 2010; and Larson, 2001)

 

Findings
The study covered 500 TV, 497 radio, and 256 print ads. Embedded within 
these 1,253 ads were 710 TV, 459 print, and 497 radio characters. These 
1,666 characters, meanwhile, assumed 1,879 roles across 1,585 settings.

Products
Across all 1,253 advertisements in all platforms, food and non-alcoholic 

beverages (22%), pharmaceutical/health/ herbal products (14%) and eating 
and shopping places (9%) were the most advertised products. These were 
also the top three most-advertised products on radio and TV, with hygiene 
and beauty products tied with pharmaceutical/health/herbal products in 
second place for TV. However, for print, recreational products and services 
(17%), private services (13%), and automotive and fuels (11%) comprised 
the top three. Interestingly, print (28%), compared to TV (13%) and radio 
(11%), also had the biggest number of products outside of specified product 
categories.

The ranking of product categories was the same for ad-level and 
character-level data, which perhaps indicated the same number of 
characters deployed across product types. Across all platforms, there 
were differences (of at least three percentage points) between men and 
women in terms of the following product categories: a bigger share of men 
than women endorsed restaurants, retail outlets and malls (10% versus 
5%) as well as alcoholic beverages (3% versus 0%); a bigger percentage of 
women than men endorsed hygiene and beauty products (11% versus 3%) 
and household items (8% versus 4%); no difference was observed in the 
percentages of male and female characters in endorsing the following: food 
and non-alcoholic beverages, pharma/ health/herbal products, recreational 
products and services, private services, automotive and fuels, government 
services, telecommunications and electronics, and real estate.

Story
In terms of TV form and plot, almost all (87%) were presented in the 

classical drama and lecture format, with only 13% designed as vignettes. 
In these TV ads, only seven percent involved a problem solver, which was 
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almost equally divided between female (8%) and male (6%) characters. 
Meanwhile, for radio 45% of all stories were primarily opinion-based and/or 
offered a non-scientific argument. Another 30% of radio ads combined both 
factual and/or scientific argument and opinion-based and/or non-scientific 
argument.

Across the gender of radio voices, a bigger share of mixed groups 
offered an opinion-based and/or non-scientific argument (51%) compared 
to female (42%) and male (38%) characters. Conversely, groups were also 
least likely to argue factually or scientifically (9%) compared to male (19%) 
and female (16%) characters. 

The majority (61%) of the 1,169 characters in TV and print ads were 
typical users/customers, followed by celebrities (25%) and experts (9%). 
There were gender differences in this regard: more women than men were 
likely to be typical users/customers (65% versus 56%), whereas men were 
more likely than women to be experts (13% versus 6%). 

These gendered differences did not appear on television. Instead, these 
were found in print ads which heavily featured women rather than men 
as typical users/customers (74% versus 50%). Moreover, around twice the 
number of male than female characters in print ads were presented as 
experts (26% versus 11%) or as celebrities (25% versus 15%).

Characters 
There were more men (44%) than women (41%) among characters in 

the advertisements. TV ads featured more women than men (56% versus 
44%). However, men outnumbered women in print (54% versus 46%) and 
radio (34% versus 16%) ads. Radio also featured mixed/ indeterminate 
voiced characters (50% of the radio and 15% of the overall sample).

The majority (58%) of characters were between 21 and 39 years old, 
followed by those between 40 and 64 years old (21%). Those between six 
and 12 years old (11%) and between 13 and 20 years old (5%) comprised 
much of the balance of the characters. Among those between 21 and 39 
years old, female characters (65%) outnumber their male counterpart (50%). 
Among those between 40 and 64 years old, meanwhile, there was a bigger 
share of male (24%) than female (18%) characters. Moreover, there was 
twice the number of male than female characters aged 65 years old or older 
(5% versus 2.5%). These patterns held across print characters. However, on 
TV, there were more 40-64-year-old women (23%) than men (17%).

Over two-fifths of the characters either had no work (11%) or their 
occupation was not specified (33%). A quarter (25%) of the characters 
were models/celebrities/entertainers. “No Occupation” was automatically 
assigned to children (6-12 years old) when they were explicitly not depicted 
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as students, unless they were celebrity endorsers. There were more male 
(14%) than female children (9%), which potentially contributed towards 
more unemployed men than women.

In TV ads, a bigger percentage of men than women had no occupation 
(17% versus 9%) and were students or working students (10% versus 5%). In 
print ads, a bigger percentage of men than women were models/celebrities/ 
entertainers (21% versus 17%), STEM and ABM professionals (10% 
versus 5%), or worked in skilled labor (7% versus 2%). The only instance 
where women outnumbered men in terms of occupation in TV ads was 
as homemakers (17% versus 2%) and in print ads was as students/working 
students (6% versus 3%).

Most (92%) of print ad characters belonged to the upper middle class, 
and this cut across men and women.

Among the 1,329 roles assumed by the characters, familial (41%) was the 
biggest category, with more women (43%) than men (39%) being depicted in 
this role. The second biggest category is the absence of assumed relational 
role (37%), followed by recreational (15%) roles. Professional relationships 
were depicted by only nine percent of characters; a bigger share of men 
(10%) than women (7%) assumed this role.

Across most specific types of relationships, no difference could be 
observed between male and female characters. Only in roles as parents 
which was portrayed by a bigger share of women than men (19% versus 
11%), as children which was assumed by a bigger share of boys than girls 
(15% versus 9%), were there differences between genders, and as peers which 
more men than women assumed—whether recreationally (16% versus 13%) 
or professionally (9% versus 5%). 

Pitch
The ads focused on product/brand prestige (19%), appealed to any of 

the five human senses (12%), or concentrated on health (10%). However, the 
overall pitch of ads differed across platforms. Product/brand prestige were 
the most popular pitch for TV (18%) and radio (25%), but it was value for 
money (sulit) for print (10%). 

The ad-level pitch (N=1,523) generally translated to the character-level 
pitch (N=2,003). The characters, across all media, pitched the prestige of a 
product/brand (18%), appealed to specific senses (13%) and values (10%). 
However, differences could be observed across media. TV ads focused on 
senses (20%) and product/brand prestige (17%), while radio ads focused on 
product/brand prestige (25%) and health (15%). Perhaps because print ads 
featured diverse products and services, no dominant pitch emerged from 
among them. Still, the top three character-based pitches for print were 
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values-orientation (12%), value-for money (sulit) (9%), and product/brand 
prestige (9%). 

In general, there were no major difference in the pitches made by male 
and female characters in the top categories. However, some items could be 
flagged in terms of gendered differences (of at least three percentage points) 
in the pitches which were smaller in numbers.

On TV, more women than men endorsed beauty and youth (13% versus 
5%) while more men than women pitched product/brand prestige (19% 
versus 16%) or promoted an experience/lifestyle (13% versus 10%). In print, 
more women than men focused on practicality (sulit) (13% versus 6%) or 
pitched a certain experience/lifestyle (7% versus 4%), while more men than 
women endorsed product/brand prestige (10% versus 7%). In radio, women 
were least likely to pitch product/brand prestige on their own compared 
to men (28%) or mixed groups (25%). They (24%) were also most likely to 
endorse health concerns on their own (17%) compared to mixed groups 
(16%) or men (11%), or to talk about value for money (sulit) compared to 
men (9%) and mixed groups (8%). Essentially only women essayed beauty 
and youth on radio (11%).

Setting
The biggest group of print and TV ads was set in areas of the house 

(34%), followed by miscellaneous spaces (23%), and the outdoors (21%). 
Within specific settings, gray spaces (also known as “limbo”) was the main 
setting of the ads (19%), or almost twice the number of the next most 
popular space, the living room (10%). 

TV and print ads differed in terms of setting. Almost half of TV ads 
were set in the house (46%), followed by the outdoors (20%), and public 
places (11%). Over half of print ads, meanwhile, were set in miscellaneous 
spaces (58%), followed by the outdoors (24%). 

More female characters (38%) than male characters (31%) were 
portrayed in the house. A bigger percentage of female (23%) than male 
(20%) characters was also located outdoors. Men, on the other hand, were 
more likely depicted in miscellaneous spaces compared to women (29% 
versus 18%). 

Across TV and print ads, there were more places where men and women 
were proportionately depicted than in the following cases where there were 
differences (of at least three percentage points) between their location. A 
bigger percentage of women than men was set in the kitchen (8% versus 
4%), while a bigger share of men than women were set in eating places (8% 
versus 4%) or in a gray space (limbo) (24% versus 15%). 
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Discussion 
From the findings, three discussion points emerged as regards patterns in 
1) stereotyped settings and platform-based portrayals, 2) the depiction of 
women in the workplace, and 3) the use of sensorial elements. 

Stereotyped Settings and Platform-based Portrayals
Predominant settings in TV and print differ. In TV, nearly half of the 

characters are portrayed at home at one point in the ad, while more than 
half of the characters in print ads are found in miscellaneous settings (i.e., 
limbo, gray spaces). This is perhaps brought about by differences in the kind 
of products predominantly endorsed in each platform. 

In TV, ads are primarily comprised of food and non-alcoholic beverages 
which are arguably tied to the home. For characters depicted with a 
relational role, the most common is the familial relational role. Family in 
the Philippines extends beyond the nuclear family and commonly includes 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, et cetera. Thus, the predominant 
narrative, and consequently the stereotypes, shown in tv ads primarily 
relate to the home and the interaction among members, especially between 
the father and mother. 

Contrary to other studies that associated women to household setting 
and men to the workplace (Matthes et al., 2016; Prieler & Centeno, 2013; 
Valls-Fernández & Martínez-Vicente, 2007), we found that nearly half of 
the women and men are shown in a house setting at one point in the ad 
and that women are as likely as men to be shown in a workplace setting. 
Nonetheless, a more nuanced observation of the house setting showed that 
more women were depicted in the kitchen while more men were seen in the 
porch/yard. This may imply that even in the house, women are more likely 
shown doing food preparation while men are more likely to be engaged in 
activities outside of the domestic terrain such as going to work. In terms of 
the division of labor, the study found that in tv ads the number of women 
engaged in childcare and domestic chores was more than twice than that 
of the men doing the same activities. Although nearly half of men in the 
ads were also portrayed in a home setting, women continued to be seen as 
shouldering domestic duties. 

In terms of parent--child relationships, it is interesting to find that 
more women portrayed parental roles (i.e. mothers, grandmothers, aunts) 
while characters shown as children were most likely to be boys. We must 
note, however, that men were not necessarily absent in the ads; they may 
have been just part of the entire group (e.g., eating dinner with the family). 
Women, in comparison, were clearly the focus of the ads. 
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In print, the majority of the ads were varied and could be collectively 
grouped as “others”. This category comprised fashion, construction, 
agribusiness, promotional ads (of stations, schools, and other establishments), 
and event announcements. Although characters with relational roles were 
mostly coded to portray recreational and familial roles, there was no big 
difference (less than 3%) in the percentage of male and female characters 
depicting a familial role (parent, child, etc.). In terms of recreational role, 
however, more women play the role of friends than do men. Furthermore, 
almost no character in print was coded to be doing activities related with 
familial responsibility, as only a small percentage of characters were seen in 
a home setting. 

Gender stereotypes in terms of credibility or the character’s role in the ad 
continued to dominate in print unlike in TV. Women were overwhelmingly 
presented as user or consumers whereas men were portrayed as experts or 
authority figures. 

In terms of the Goffman variables, it is worth noting that a big majority 
of print ad characters were not shown according to the dichotomies of 
the measures (75% was neither submissive nor authoritative, 74% did 
not manifest licensed withdrawal, and 80% was neither dominant nor 
subordinate). Nonetheless, in cases where such measures applied, more 
females (27%) were shown in submissive positions than males (11%), and 
more males appeared in more authoritative positions (9%) than females 
(4%). More females were also shown as spaced out (12%) or over-engaged, 
while more men were shown as fierce and assertive (11%). In relation to 
previous literature (see Zotos & Tsichla, 2014; 2016), these findings showed 
that while traditional gender representations are still evident in today’s 
print ads, the lower incidence of this depiction indicated a change in how 
ads portray gender. The present study found an almost equal portrayal of 
men and women in terms of function (mostly in the workplace), reflecting 
women’s participation in the labor force not just as employees but as leaders. 

In radio, since the medium relies primarily on sound, setting, which 
is predominantly a visual variable, could not be applied. Gender roles, 
however, were inferred from the voiceover-narrator. 

Women in the Workplace
TV and print ads have shown a general progress in terms of the portrayal 

of women in the workplace. There was minimal difference in the percentage 
between male and female characters set in the workplace (i.e., set/studio and 
office). However, a closer examination of the relational role of the characters 
belied this. Overall, more men were shown in a professional role although 
the difference in percentage between men and women in TV did not reach 
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three percent. Moreover, there was rarely a boss/subordinate dynamic 
between characters as they were mostly shown as peers or workmates. This 
implies that although women are as likely as men to be seen in a workplace 
setting, the role they continue to portray is that of a mother on television 
and that of a friend or peer in print. Further, in terms of occupational role, 
women were also overwhelmingly shown as the homemaker compared to 
men (11.2% versus 0.9%), while two-thirds of characters who were portrayed 
as skilled laborers were men. 

Sensorial Elements
The small number of user/consumer roles in radio compared to TV may 

be attributed to the former’s limited devices. An audio-only platform needs 
to be very direct to convey as much information as possible within a few 
seconds, but in radio there is very little room to explore characters and give 
them different roles to play. A narrator that has a straightforward dialogue 
may be not only effective but also efficient for the platform. 

The dominance of the masculine “voice-of-authority” (Silverstein & 
Silverstein, 1974 as cited in Prieler, 2016) in TV and radio is consistent with 
previous studies on Western TV ads (Prieler, 2016; Pedelty & Kuecker, 2014; 
Martinez-Pastor et al., 2013). However, as with Prieler & Centeno’s (2013) 
study on Philippine ads, the numbers are considerably lower than in other 
countries in Asia and the West. Advertisers may still prefer the masculine 
voice in conveying the objectivity they associate with it, but the feminine 
voice may be imperative for products that are targeted towards women.

Regarding visual elements, the difference between product categories 
advertised in TV and print is a factor in the dissimilarities of the findings 
on the two platforms. Since print ads feature the biggest number of product 
categories outside the usual ones, the settings and characters present in the 
ads also differ from what was common for TV. 

Most TV ads were set within areas of the house, while most print ads 
were set in miscellaneous spaces (e.g., gray spaces/limbo, multiple photos 
as in a collage or mosaic). This layering of images shows how the elements 
of print as a platform are manipulated to maximize space. 

Implications and recommendations

On platform differences
Since the advertising platforms of TV, print, and radio have different 

modes of presentation, the variables used to capture gender roles and 
portrayals across these platforms had to vary. This posed a challenge in 
creating a tri-media comparison.
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Extracting a gender value in radio parallel to that of TV and print was 
particularly difficult. Initially, gender across all platforms was taken from 
the gender of the identified characters. The coders found it impossible to 
reliably differentiate the voices of the characters in radio, thus coding gender 
had to be simplified through determining the roles of the voices present in 
the ad. This difficulty led to the removal of all character-level variables for 
the platform.

There were also variables that could not be translated to other ad 
platforms, such as the Goffman variables in print that could not be applied 
to either TV and radio. Goffman’s categories for gender representations, 
meant for visual ads, were almost inapplicable to TV ads with moving 
characters having distinct identities and doing specific (and even multiple) 
activities. Television required the most complex coding scheme, having 
both visual and auditory elements, and often a more defined narrative. 
Interactions between TV ad characters are detailed, and their relationships 
are more identifiable, since they move. Print ad characters, however, pose 
a difficulty in the identification of relationships and interactions as they 
are still. Case in point, a group of children in a TV ad may be depicted as 
siblings or cousins, but in print they may be identified as merely friends 
unless otherwise specified in accompanying text. Given the limitations of 
still images, print ads may depend on text to forward the product pitch.

On advertising research and industry practices
The findings present a path for academics and researchers to move 

forward from the usual, overt depictions of objectification and delve into 
the use of gender stereotypes through the roles and activities performed 
by all genders. They also reiterate that culture is a crucial, defining element 
in constructing gender portrayals in advertisements. While ads can display 
longstanding stereotypes and judgments imbibed in a culture (e.g., Filipinos’ 
obsession with skin whitening products because of the notion that fair, clear 
skin is the beauty standard), they can also show a changing cultural landscape 
that is more open to diversity (e.g., the rise of LGBTQIA+ campaign ads 
online) and more reflective of social realities (e.g., the portrayal of different 
family structures, like having divorced parents).

Importantly, the media platform informs how gender roles can be 
portrayed according to the elements that can be used in it. Having separate 
studies that zoom in on platform-specific elements (e.g., dialogue for radio) 
may shed light on how gender stereotypes are reinforced or challenged in 
other areas.

Moreover, existing ad databases are available only to individuals/
organizations that can pay to gain access to them. Even with access, the 
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availability of pertinent ad copies is not guaranteed as storage is an issue even 
for the agencies that keep them. Establishing an independent database with 
sustainable storage and intuitive organization systems will be tremendously 
helpful for those who are interested in pursuing further studies in the topic. 
An academic institution, with support from government and civil society, 
can take on this initiative of maintaining a digital archive of media content 
such as advertisements, for scholars to access to conduct projects similar to 
that from which this article has been developed. 

Following marketing trends in brand activism and feminism, as well as 
global initiatives for diversity, strengthening the local push to portray more 
diverse roles and images of cis men and women and to include marginalized 
identities (LGBTQIA+, PWDs, etc.) is a must. Forrester’s 2018 Consumer 
Technographics data show that company values are important in purchase 
considerations for 70% of US millennials (Lai, 2018), and what better way to 
communicate those values than to reflect them on screen. Even marketers 
in a study commissioned by Shutterstock recognize the positive impact of 
diverse images in brand image (McCabe, 2018).

Finally, this study provides scholars with a baseline of how gender was 
depicted in ads immediately before the pandemic. It would be interesting 
to see how ads are now, and will be, portraying gender in post-pandemic 
communities and societies. Furthermore, as this research focuses on 
the legacy media of print, radio, and TV, future studies can explore how 
differently newer media forms essay gender in this next normal.
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Notes
1 Krippendorff’s alpha (α) is an inter-rater reliability metric used in the field of Communication and 

Social Sciences, wherein 1 represents unanimous agreement and 0 suggests random guesses.
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