
An experimental approach to analyzing sex appeal and gender in advertising 

Abstract 

The use of sex appeal in advertisements is traditional throughout Latin America. 

Recently, its use has been reevaluated, especially from the perspective of feminism. This 

study evaluates the effect of using sex appeal on advertisements through two experiments: 

the first compares attitude and purchase intention in gym ads between men and women, 

and the second, the use of female models with and without an idealized appearance in 

beer advertisements. It was observed that advertisements with low sexual appeal were 

better evaluated, but among the ones with higher sexual appeal, men better evaluate those 

with idealized and female models. Among women, they better evaluate ads with female 

models and with a non-idealized profile. Thus, it is identified that gender can influence 

which advertising format companies should adopt: if the focus is female, it is probably 

better to use non-idealized models, but if male, the opposite may have a greater effect, in 

spite of the multiple sexuality manifestations of contemporary. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The sexual appeal is present in promotional messages in order to draw more attention to 

the advertised product. But it was not until 1960 that the use of sexual appeal began to be 

studied and how it influences the process of persuasive communication (Reichert, 2002). 

Sexual appeals nowadays are present in brands of a wide variety of goods, ranging from 

clothes to fragrances and alcohol. At the same time, products that focus on one gender, 

such as beers, have traditionally used the sexual appeal for reproduction or audiences. On 

the other hand, this feature may raise a negative attitude in the rest of the public, including 

the ones that were sensitive to issues such as sex and the presence of stereotypes, 

especially if this public is also formed by consumers (Eisend et al., 2014, Malta & Silva, 

2014). The purpose of the present study, therefore, is to measure the effects of sex appeal 

in advertisement on consumers. 

Sports products and beers were chosen as objects of study. The first one, once in the 

sporting history communication, has been dominated by males and most sports 

communication is directed to heterosexual men. In the second one, besides the 

predominance of the male consumer public, their communication used to hire models to 

represent something like an ideal woman's body (Richins, 1991). Thus, there is a recurring 

use of sexual appeals used in women's images in the media in an attempt to draw more 

public attention, especially males (Eitzen & Zinn, 2001; Cooky, Messner & Musto, 2015). 

Thus, there is a constant misrepresentation of women, standing out for their external 

characteristics, and not for their skills and sports achievements (Kane & Maxwell, 2011). 

However, in the last decade, several brands have campaigned to improve women's 

representation in the sports and beer markets by breaking sexual stereotypes. The focus 

of this study, therefore, is to measure the use of sexual appeals, previously considered as 

a way to draw more attention and, consequently, to obtain positive responses to advertised 

products and brands, remains an effective and positive way to influence behavior. Still, it 

is intended to verify whether there is a difference between female and male responses 

when there is a higher or lower level of sex appeal in female versus male models. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 



The sexual appeal in advertising has been studied by several researchers. Churchill and 

Peter (2000) summarized by stating that advertising messages are different kinds of 

appeals, intended to draw more public attention and to convert a positive stimulus into 

buying products. Among the types of appeals, the authors highlight as the most common 

rational, emotional, fearful, sexual, humorous and moral. According to the study by 

Reichert and Ramirez (2000), sexual appeals can come in many forms in applications: (i) 

physical characteristics, clothing and attractiveness of the physical model; (ii) 

movements, verbal and nonverbal communication of the model and camera effects (light 

used, camera angle); (iii) physical interaction between models, such as showing affection, 

kissing, touching, inclination of bodies; (iv) voyeurism, fantasies provoked in the viewer. 

Among these, the most studied aspect by Reichert (2002) refers to the equipment 

characteristics, ie, a variation in the amount and style of clothing used, and / or 

attractiveness of the models' body. Frequently, advertisements with a high level of sex 

show body models attracted to clothes that show their well-recorded forms. Examples are 

women dressed in underwear, short shorts, short blouses, and men in tight jeans, 

underwear, and no shirts. According to Dudley (1999), this is because the combination of 

an attractive body and this type of clothing is associated with viewers of more sociable, 

persuasive people with a better life. Thus, according to the author or subject, it is exposed 

to these users, viewers may wish to resemble the advertising model or, when the model 

is their opposite sex, viewers feel the sensation of being attracted to someone who 

appears, causing a positive effect on the consumer and consequently as advertising 

estimates are more favorable. 

Another form of content considered sexually appealing is the behavior and movements 

presented by the models. Studies by Reichert and Ramirez (2000) indicate that when it is 

consumed in advertisements that cause sexual effects, it usually causes evidence of a 

movement of models that indicate sexual interest or a way of provoking or sexual interest 

in viewers. Examples of this kind of performance are demonstration of eye contact, smile, 

provocative position that refers to the practice of sex, exportation or neck and intimate 

interaction between models. 

It is possible that sexual appeal in advertising impacts consumer's buying attitude and 

intent. For instance, Petroll & Rossi (2008) studied that the consumer’s attitude about 

advertising, a brand, the image of the company and the intention to buy according to a 



variation of sexual appeals in advertisements using female models. With the results of the 

experiment, they concluded that the attitude about an advertisement and about the brand 

defined according to the level of nudity employed. In ads provided with female models, 

the most favorite answers were when the level of nudity employed was higher. By 

contrast, in ads with male models, consumers respond more negatively the one with a 

high level of nudity. Similarly, the present study intends to analyze the following 

hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: There are differences in attitude when consumers are exposed to ads with 

different levels of sexual appeal. 

Hypothesis 2: There are differences in purchase intention when consumers are exposed 

to ads with different levels of sexual appeal. 

Part of these studies cited above also shows a difference between the effects of sexual 

appeals on male and female models on female and male consumers. Petroll and Rossi 

(2008) were two of the researchers who evaluated this variable. When observing the 

separate results as responses by gender of the participant, noted that different were used. 

Female participants showed a more favorable attitude towards advertising and branding 

when exposing a male model app. Similarly, male participants showed more favorable 

attitudes when exposed to a female model. Still, women show grades for even higher 

attitudes when exposed to male and medium nude models versus low or no nudity. And 

men, in turn, showed higher attitudes when exposed to models with female model and 

high level of nudity versus any other ad. Thus, it was concluded that the attitude about 

advertising and brand increased according to the level of sexual use when the model's sex 

is opposite to the viewer. 

About purchase intention, similar responses were observed. Consumers were more likely 

to buy when the ad contained a model of the opposite sex than theirs with a higher level 

of sex appeal versus other ads. Previous studies, such as by LaTour, Pitts & Snok-Luther 

(1990) and LaTour & Henthorne (1993), have already confirmed the hypothesis that, 

given a female model ad with a high level of sexual appeal, male consumers tend to 

present better attitudes than female consumers. This audience also tends to prefer female 

ads with high sex appeal versus female ads with low sex appeal. Simpson, Horton & 

Brown (1996) conducted a similar study, but only with male models. As a result, they 



found that female consumers tend to be more supportive of ads with medium-level sex 

appeal model ads and higher purchase intent on ads without sex appeal - no model. Male 

consumers, on the other hand, presented more favorable responses to the modeless ad 

regarding attitude and purchase intention. There is no uniformity in the conclusions, and 

this study proposes to evaluate hypothesis 3. 

Hypothesis 3: There are differences between the attitude towards advertising and the 

buying intention of male and female consumers when exposed to ads with different levels 

of sexual appeal. 

METHOD 

It was conducted two experimental studies, to evaluate the effect of using sex appeal on 

advertisements and to check the hypothesis. The first compares attitude and purchase 

intention in gym ads between men and women, and the second, the use of female models 

with and without an idealized appearance in beer advertisements. 

Experiment 1 

The study was structured in three phases. 

1) Development phase of creative material: The first phase consisted in the development 

of the advertising pieces to be used in the experiment. We developed pieces that 

resembled advertisements for sporting goods brands. In an attempt to eliminate any 

interference outside the object of study (sexual appeal), standard designs with the 

following characteristics were adopted: 

(a) static digital advertising, one page, 600 X 800px in black and white; 

b) black background; 

c) Logo designed especially for the experiment to avoid preconceptions about existing 

brands, located in the lower left corner; 

d) Slogan created especially for this study to prevent consumers' prior knowledge from 

affecting their perceptions (Simpson, Horton & Brown, 1996); 



e) Photo showing only the body and cutting face so that spectators could focus on the 

models' clothing and position (Henthorne & Latour, 1995); 

f) Models with similar physical typology. 

To create advertisements with different levels of sex appeal, we used variations on the 

two forms of sex appeal described by Reichert & Ramirez (2000) for both female and 

male models, and they were: 

(i) Physical characteristics focusing on nudist levels, as studied by Petroll & Rossi (2008). 

Thus, there were advertisements in which the models wore a lot of clothing (low level of 

sex appeal) and in which they were semi-naked (high level of sex appeal); 

(ii) Nonverbal communication, in which the variation from high to low level of sexual 

appeals occurred through the different positions of the models and angles of the picture 

taken. Therefore, advertisements were created for each of these combinations. 

2) Exploratory phase. The next phase consisted of applying a pre-test to validate the 

creatives developed for use in the experiment, similar to that performed by Petroll & Rossi 

(2008) and Reichert, Heckler and Jackson (2001). A group of 30 people of different ages 

and genders was selected to make sure that consumers perceived advertisements as ads 

with different levels of sexual appeal. Respondents were submitted to an online form 

containing all the pieces (8) in a within-subject experiment model (Charness, Gneezy & 

Kuhn, 2011), in which each individual is exposed to all images, and changes in 

perceptions are measured. according to the variation of sexual appeals contained in each 

image of the sequence. The procedure consisted, first, of exposing a questionnaire with 

each advertisement and then two questions related to it. Respondents were asked to rate, 

on a scale from 1 to 7, each of the advertisements for the level of sexual appeal and the 

level of image sensualization. On the scale, 1 represented very little sex appeal and 7 too 

much sex appeal. In addition to the level of sexual appeal, a second question was asked 

using the synonym “sensual” because in advertisements containing sexual appeals, there 

is a logical relationship between a sensual model and the product (Motta & Piá, 1994). 

The second question was used to ensure that respondents understood at least one of the 

questions. In this question, 1 meant “Very Unsensual” and 7 “Very Sensual”. The 

questionnaire was triggered online and the order of questions was programmed to be 



random for each respondent, preventing a single disposition order from biasing the 

outcome. After collecting the pretest results, the averages of the scores given to the level 

of sexual appeal and sensuality of each advertisement were calculated. The averages 

given for each advertisement regarding the level of sexual appeal and sensuality did not 

differ significantly, thus proving that the viewers had understood the question, the 

answers related to sensuality were disregarded. 

The two advertisements with female models that presented the highest delta in terms of 

grades in relation to the level of sexual appeal were selected and submitted to a t test. The 

same was true for the two advertisements featuring male models with the highest delta 

grade of sex appeal. Both tests, between advertisements with female models and between 

advertisements with male models, showed a significant difference in perception of sexual 

appeals to respondents (p-value<<0,001). From this analysis, of the 8 initial 

advertisements, 4 were chosen for the experiment (Appendix). 

3) Application phase of the experiment. After the ads have been created and the validation 

pre-test, the script of the form to be applied in the experiment was prepared. The form 

used contained multiple choice questions of seven-point semantic differential type, using 

the same scale adopted by Petroll & Rossi (2008). Each of the respondents was subjected 

to the observation of only one of the advertisements, in a between-subject model, in which 

the response of each group is compared with the response of other groups in different 

circumstances (Charness, Gneezy & Kuhn, 2011). Then, the questionnaire instructed 

them to answer the questions by giving a score from 1 to 7, regarding the dependent 

variables, namely: attitude on advertising and purchase intention, using the scales based 

on the experiment by Simpson, Horton & Brown (1996). Subsequently, the respondent 

was asked about his perception of the intensity of the sexual appeal, and whether he 

considered the advertisement sexually appealing. At the end of the questionnaire, 

demographic questions were asked (such as age, gender and frequency of sports). The 

sampling used for the experiment was of convenience, allowing the largest collection of 

answers possible (Hair et al, 2014). The experiment was sent via social networks, to 

members associated with sports appeal groups. After analyzing the power of the sample, 

120 responses were collected, 30 for each group. 

After collecting the 120 respondents, the results analysis was performed with the help of 

Excel 2016 and Minitab 17 Statistical Software. Initially, exploratory factor analysis was 



performed to verify the correlations between variables. Cronbach's alpha was then 

calculated to assess the confidence level of the data collection instrument. All items 

except “Not Offensive” had a factorial load above 0.32 and therefore are considered items 

with considerable correlation (Petroll & Rossi, 2008). In addition, with a Cronbach's 

alpha 0.95 and 0.93, for attitude on advertising and purchase intent, respectively, we 

confirm the reliability of the data. The sample consists of 52 males (43%) and 68 females 

(57%) aged 15 to 64 years. Most participants are physically active and play sports 3 times 

a week or more (57%). As for the people exposed to each advertisement, there was a 

balance between the participants, with 30 people exposed to each stimulus. In ad 1, with 

a modest male model, of the 30 participants, 12 were male and 18 were female. Regarding 

ad 2, with a sexualized male model, 14 of the participants were male and 16 were female. 

In ad 3, with a modest female model, 11 participants were male while 19 were female. 

And in the ad containing sexualized female model, 15 were female and 15 male. 

Hypothesis 1. There are significant differences between attitude scores for ads with 

different levels of sexual appeal (p-value<<0,001). In addition, using Turkey's paired 

comparison method and 95% confidence level, we can see in Table 6 and Graph 1 that 

ads with low sex appeal, both male (M = 4,993) and female ( M = 5.37) presented 

significantly different and higher averages of attitude with regard to the ad with a high 

level of sexual appeal with a female model (M = 3.877) and also with the average referring 

to the ad with a high level of sexual appeal with a female model. male model (M = 2.99). 

Hypothesis 2. There are significant differences between ads with different levels of sexual 

appeal regarding purchase intent (p-value<<<0,001). Using Turkey's paired comparison 

method and 95% confidence level, the male-model ad with low level of sex appeal (M = 

4.69) has a significantly different average than the ad with Male model and high level of 

sex appeal. As for ads with female model, the same can be observed. The low sex appeal 

ad (M = 4.96) has a significantly higher average than the high sex appeal ad (M = 3.71). 

Hypothesis 3. There are differences between the attitude toward advertising and the 

buying intention of male and female consumers when exposed to advertisements for 

sporting goods with different levels of sexual appeal. The averages regarding attitude and 

purchase intention separated by the participants' gender when exposed to different 

advertisements. The highest averages given by both females and males for attitude and 



purchase intent were for advertisements with male model with low level of sexual appeal 

and female model with low level of sexual appeal. 

Variable  Male Model Female Model  

Sex Appeal Low High Low High 

  Male respondent  

Attitude 5,13 2,74 5,09 3,91 

Purchase Intention 4,85 2,33 5,09 3,80 

  Female respondent  

Attitude 4,92 3,12 5,53 3,84 

Purchase Intention 4,60 3,10 4,88 3,62 

Regarding the attitude towards male-model advertisements, female and male people show 

a more favorable attitude when exposed to the low-level sexual ad compared to the high-

level sexual ad. Performing a t-test, we can observe that the attitude responses of male 

and female participants to male model advertising and low level of sexual appeal are not 

significantly different using 95% confidence level. The same is true for responses to male-

model advertising and high-level sexual appeals. 

When we observed the responses to female model advertising, we observed again that 

female and male participants had similar responses regarding the variation in the level of 

sexuality. Both have a more favorable attitude average for low-level sex appeal 

advertising compared to high-sex-advertising average. Although female participants had 

a seemingly higher average for male-model advertising and low level of sex appeal versus 

the average of male respondents for the same advertising, with a 95% confidence level, 

the averages are not significantly different, which can be observed by the t-test. Similarly, 

the averages obtained for the female model ad and the high level of sexual appeal of male 

and female participants are similar. Again, participant gender has not been shown to be 

an influencing and differentiating factor in the attitude response to these ads. 

Regarding purchase intent for male-model advertising, we can see that both female and 

male participants have more favorable responses to low-sex appeal advertising compared 

to high-sex advertising responses. For advertising with low level of sex appeal, men and 



women demonstrated similar purchase intent, with 95% confidence level. The same was 

true of advertising with a high level of sexual appeal. Although the average purchase 

intention of female respondents is more favorable than the average of male respondents, 

according to the t-test, they are not significantly different. As for purchase intent 

regarding female-model advertising, when exposed to low-level sex appeal advertising, 

both female and male participants have more favorable responses compared to when 

exposed to advertising. with high level of sexual appeals. In addition, male participants 

have slightly more favorable averages for female-model advertisements than female 

respondents. However, as with previous results, with a 95% confidence level, the answers 

given by male and female respondents were not significantly different. 

To summarize, it was possible to confirm that, in the higher sex appeal condition, males 

have given higher grades to the female model than the male model (both in purchase 

intention and ad’s attitudes), and females, higher to the female model as well, evaluating 

in the opposite way regarding gender.  

With this result, a second experiment was conducted, changing the stimuli. 

Experiment 2 

In this experiment, an advertisement for beers with female models was developed. The 

manipulation was done by varying the woman's posture - one more sexualized, with a 

model with idealized profile, and another less sexualized and with non-idealized profile. 

The research created for the experiment was conducted via a questionnaire, made in 

Google Docs. For attitude questions regarding advertising, the Holbrook & Batra (1987) 

scale was used; For the attitude questions regarding the brand, the scale of Leclerc, 

Schmitt and Dube (1994) was used; and for the purchase intention questions, the Bruner, 

Hensel and James (2005) scales were used. The questionnaires received 240 answers, 120 

each. In the idealized woman questionnaire, 60% of the respondents were women and 

40% were men, and for the non-idealized woman questionnaire, 62% of the respondents 

were women and 38% were men, with ages ranging from 18 to 68 years. All the scales 

wer five-point likert. The manipulation check was successful (p-value =0,01). 

Considering only male respondents, there were a large difference in the mean responses 

of dependent variants of men with idealized women compared to men with non-idealized 



women. Men who received the questionnaire with advertising with the idealized model 

have, by far, a greater attitude toward the brand (4,9 vs. 2,8), a greater attitude toward 

advertising (4,9 vs. 2,9), and a greater intention to buy (4,4 vs. 2,4) compared to men who 

received the questionnaire with advertising with an unidealized woman. 

In other hand, the opposite effect occurs only considering female respondents, but with a 

smaller difference than that presented by men. That is, women who received the 

questionnaire with advertising with the idealized model have a lower attitude towards 

advertising (2,4 vs 3,6), less attitude towards the brand (2,4 vs. 3,7) and lower purchase 

intention (2,2 vs 3,6) compared to women who received the questionnaire with 

advertising with the non-idealized model.  

We can conclude that, on average, men rate beer ads better using idealized models rather 

than non-idealized models, and women rate worse beer advertisements using idealized 

rather than non-idealized models. However, it is interesting to note that for men the 

difference is greater than for women. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The first topic relevant to the discussion concerns the hypothesis 1 and 2. We can 

conclude from the experiment 1 that there are differences in attitude about advertising 

and purchase intent between advertisements with varying levels of sexual appeal. This 

can be observed for both female model advertisements and for male model 

advertisements. However, unlike the intuitive, we can note that in the experiment 1, 

advertisements with low level of sex appeal were more preferred by respondents versus 

advertisements with high level of sex appeal employed. This phenomenon occurred in 

both male and female advertisements for the attitude response variables on advertising 

and purchase intent. We can also observe that when the level of sexual appeal employed 

is the same, there is no clear public preference for female model and male model 

advertising. That is, when the level of sexual appeal is low, consumers respond similarly 

to female model advertisements and male model advertisements. The same statement 

applies to advertising with a high level of sexual appeal and varying the gender of the 

model. 



However, both experiments could show that when the sex appeal is higher, males have 

given higher grades to the female model than the male model (both in purchase intention 

and ad’s attitudes), and females, higher to the female model as well, evaluating in the 

opposite way regarding gender. This can be explained by a new way of women face 

advertisement. In addition, men exposed to beer advertisements with the idealized model 

have more positive responses to brand, advertising, and purchase intent when compared 

to women exposed to beer advertising with non-idealized models. With this data we can 

conclude that it is only beneficial for the brand to use idealized models for the male 

audience. Considering the importance of females on this brewery market (Siqueira & De 

Melo, 2019), these findings gain importance. Moreover, although, in the first experiment, 

men did not show more favorable responses to female-model ads with high level of sex 

appeal versus low level of sex appeal, and women did not give the highest marks to male 

model advertising and high level of sex appeal versus low level of sex appeal, men prefer 

female models, what can corroborate the idea that sex appeal continue to be relevant, 

regardless the female preference to female models. 

One of the limitations is the sample of the experiment, being non-probabilistic and for 

convenience. Still, a second limitation is the fact that the experiment was performed in 

the field and not in the laboratory, which may have caused interference with the results 

of external effects. A third limitation is that the majority of the sample of the experiment 

is made up of young people who are attending or who have just attended higher education 

at reputable colleges. In these environments, the discussion about gender equality is 

widely promoted and performed, compared to other environments present in Brazilian 

society, so that this public possibly becomes less tolerant to the representation of women 

in a sexualized way. As a result, this audience could have less favorable attitudes and 

buying intent for advertisements that used this as an attractive factor. However, even on 

higher education, sports and alcohol can stimuli misconducts such as commodification of 

women body (Barbosa et al., 2019). 

For future studies, it is suggested that a larger and probabilistic sample be used, thus 

having a larger representation of the Brazilian population. In particular, it would be 

possible to analyze and understand the differences between attitude and purchase 

intention responses for each social class, supporting or rejecting the hypothesis raised 

earlier in the study.  
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Appendix 

Stimuli, experiment 1 (in the ad, “you define your limit’, in portuguese) 

Male – Low Sex appeal Male – High Sex appeal 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Woman – Low sex appeal Woman – High Sex appeal 

 


