
i

A Review of Advertising in Mexico and Its 
Links to Gender Equality, Gender Norms, 

and Violence Against Women and Girls 

Executive Summary
P h oto  C re d i t :  U n s p l a s h



1

Adver tisi ng h a s a per va sive i nfl u ence o n societies .  C h i ld ren a n d a d olescents a re exposed to a ba rra g e of 
a dver tisem ents th rou g h televisio n a n d oth er d ig ita l  p lat fo rm s . Th is exposu re h a s su rg ed i n recent yea rs , 
a s d ig ita l  tec h nolog ies h ave beco m e i nc rea si n g ly i nteg rated i nto th e d a i ly l ives of c h i ld ren ,  a d olescents , 
a n d th ei r  ca reg ivers .  Adver tisem ents p ro m ote cer ta i n m essa g es ,  wh ic h m ay sh a pe viewers’  perceptio ns 
of wh at societ y is o r cou ld be — i ncl u d i ng wh at beh avio rs a n d roles a re co n sid ered a p p ro p riate fo r wo m en , 
g i r ls ,  m en ,  a n d boys .

I n d eed ,  evid ence su g g ests th at a dver tisem ents a n d m a rketi n g m ateria ls m ay sig n if ica ntly i nfl u ence 
g en d er socia l izatio n p rocesses .  As outl i ned i n a recent U N I C EF - a n d U. N .  Wo m en– co m m issio n ed 
evid ence review co ncern i ng th e m ed ia ’s i nfl u en ce o n g en d er no rm s a n d violen ce a g a i n st g i r ls ,  gender 
social ization  refers to th e p rocesses by wh ic h i n d ivid u a ls lea rn a n d i ntern a l ize gender norms :  “ i nfo rm a l 
ru les a n d sh a red socia l  expectatio ns th at d isti n g u ish expected beh avio u r o n th e ba sis of g en d er.” 1 Th is 
p rocess is especia l ly i nfl u entia l  d u ri ng a d olescen ce — a n i m po r ta nt tra n sit io n a l  p h a se bet ween c h i ld h ood 
a n d a d u lth ood ,  wh en g en d er no rm s a re eith er sol id if ied ,  rejected ,  o r tra n sfo rm ed . Gen d er no rm s a re 
closely related to gender stereotypes :  “g en era l izatio n s a bo ut g ro u ps of peo ple a s g en d ered su bjects .” 2 
Fo r exa m ple,  m a ny societies bel ieve th at a wo m a n’s “a p p ro p riate” role is to be p ri m a ri ly respo n si ble fo r h er 
h ouseh old ’s d o m estic d uties ,  su c h a s coo ki n g ,  c lea n i n g ,  a n d ca ri n g fo r th e fa m i ly.  Th is no rm co n seq u ently 
i nfo rm s stereot ypes th at “a l l  wo m en” en joy per fo rm i n g th ese ta sks .

Prog ra m m atic a n d sc h ola rly resea rc h sh ow th at d isc ri m i n ato r y no rm s a re a key d river of violen ce a g a i nst 
wo m en a n d g i r ls ( VAWG). 3 Th e g oa l of u p h old i n g loca l  no rm s m ay be used to j ustif y a cts of violence.  Fo r 
exa m ple,  evid ence fro m I n d ia sh ows th at wh en wo m en’s g reater a ccess to em ploym ent a n d f i n a ncia l 
resou rces c h a l leng es h ouseh old power dyn a m ics a n d expectatio n s of m en a n d wo m en’s “a p p ro p riate” 
roles ,  wo m en m ay experience g reater r isks of G BV. 4 D isc ri m i n ato r y g en d er no rm s a lso no rm a l ize a cts 
of VAWG: Resea rc h fro m d iverse g lo ba l  co ntexts su g g ests th at m ed ia repo r ti n g of VAWG th at reflects 
d isc ri m i n ato r y g en d er no rm s co ntri butes to victi m bla m i n g a n d th e c u ltu ra l  no rm a l izatio n of violence, 
wh ic h co nseq u ently j ustif ies i n a d eq u ate state respo n ses . 5 , 6 

To p ro m ote posit ive g en d er no rm s m o re a l ig ned with h u m a n rig hts ,  evid en ce su g g ests th at i nter ventio ns 
ta rg eti ng m u lti ple a g ents a n d i nstitutio n a l  s ites of g en d er socia l izatio n a re n eed ed .7 Yet pol icym a kers 
a n d p ra ctit io ners of ten overloo k a dver tis i n g a s a key site of g en d er socia l izatio n a n d a n entr y poi nt fo r 
c h a ng i ng h a rmfu l  g en d er no rm s . G reater knowled g e a ro u n d a dver tis i n g a n d its i nfl u en ce o n stereot ypes , 
no rm s , a n d g en d er socia l izatio n — pa r tic u la rly a m o n g c h i ld ren a n d a d olescent viewers — ca n h el p i nfo rm 
futu re i nter ventio ns to d ism a ntle th ese c rit ica l  ba rriers to g en d er eq u a l it y.

Th is resea rc h fro m U N I C EF a n d th e Geen a Davis I n stitute o n Gen d er i n M ed ia at tem pts to a d d ress so m e 
of th ese d ata g a ps by i nvestig ati ng th e fo rm s a n d p reva len ce of g en d ered m essa g i n g i n a dver tis i ng 
co ntent i n M exico.  S pecif ica l ly,  th e stu dy i ncl u d es a system atic co ntent a n a lysis of g en d er rep resentatio n 
i n 40 0 a dver tisem ents fro m televisio n a n d d ig ita l  m ed ia th at a i red i n M exico i n 2019 a n d 2021 .  Th is a n a lysis 
id entif ies h ow wo m en , g i r ls ,  m en ,  boys ,  a n d g en d er- d iverse i n d ivid u a ls a re po r trayed i n th is sa m pl i ng of 
a dver tisem ents ,  a n d it  explo res h ow th ese d epictio ns m ig ht rei nfo rce o r c h a l leng e h a rmfu l  g en d er no rm s , 
i ncl u d i ng th ose a ssociated with th e perpetratio n a n d no rm a l izatio n of VAWG. 

I n a d d it io n to p rovid i ng va l u a ble ba sel i ne d ata fo r m o n ito ri n g p rog ress a n d a cco u nta bi l it y towa rd g en d er 
rep resentatio n i n a dver tis i ng ,  th e evid ence g en erated fro m th is stu dy a lso i nfo rm s a series of co nc rete 
reco m m en d atio ns fo r h ow a dver tis i ng a g en cies ,  pol icym a kers ,  a n d oth er i ntern atio n a l  bod ies ca n bet ter 
p ro m ote posit ive m essa g es th at a dva nce th e r ig hts of a l l  c h i ld ren . 
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Key Findings
Th e stu dy ’s f i n d i ng s i n d icate th at  harmful gendered norms and stereotypes are present in 
advertising in Mexico.  H owever,  i neq u it ies a re of ten su btle.  Wo m en a n d m en a p pea r i n a dver tisem ents 
at si m i la r rates overa l l  — but th ei r  po r traya ls a re of ten d isti nct a n d i l l ustrative of d isc ri m i n ato r y g en d er 
no rm s a n d a patria rc h a l  system th at p rivi leg es m a sc u l i n it y over fem i n i n it y. 

1 . 	 F i rst ,  th e reviewed a dver tisem ents rei nfo rced i m a g er y th at ca sts women as caregivers but also as 
objects of sexual desire .  Fo r exa m ple,  wo m en were m o re l i kely th a n m en to be po r trayed i n th e h o m e 
(38 .1% co m pa red with 30.7%) ,  pa renti ng (5% co m pa red with 1 .9%) a n d per fo rm i ng d o m estic ta sks (7.6% 
co m pa red with 3 .4%).  At th e sa m e ti m e, wo m en were m o re l i kely th a n m en to be sh own i n revea l i ng 
cloth es (4 .6% co m pa red with 2.1%) .  Alth ou g h a sm a l ler po r tio n of c h i ld ren were d epicted with revea l i ng 
cloth i ng ,  it  is nota ble th at 0. 5% of g i r ls a n d yo u n g wo m en were id entif ied a s su c h ,  wh i le no boys o r 
you ng m en were. 

2 . 	 O n th e oth er h a n d ,  men were portrayed as workers and “breadwinners.” S pecifica l ly,  m en were 
m o re th a n t wice a s l i kely a s wo m en to be po r trayed i n a dver tisem ents a s h avi n g pa id em ploym ent (31% 
co m pa red with 14 . 2%) ,  to be sh own wo rki n g i n pa id em ploym ent (26 . 2% co m pa red with 11 .6%) ,  a n d to be 
d epicted i n a n of fice set ti ng (10. 5% co m pa red with 5 . 5%). 

3 . 	 Fu r th erm o re,  th is a n a lysis a lso f i n d s th at  advertisements in Mexico fai led to capture the 
country’s diversity and widely excluded nondominant groups. I n d eed ,  less th a n 4% of th ose 
po r trayed were esti m ated to be a g es 60 a n d old er,  less th a n 2% were id entif ied a s LG BTQ IA+, less th a n 
1% were id entif ied a s h avi ng a no n bi n a r y g en d er id entit y,  less th a n 2% h a d la rg e body t ypes ,  a n d less 
th a n 1% a p pea red to h ave a ny d isa bi l it ies .  Ad d it io n a l ly,  ver y few c h a ra cters h a d d a rker ski n to nes .

Th erefo re,  a lth ou g h th e reviewed a dver tisem ents d epicted ver y few i n sta n ces of o utrig ht violen ce o r 
h a rm bei ng d o ne by i n d ivid u a l  c h a ra cters ,  th e su btle ways i n wh ic h th ey d epict a n d th erefo re rei nfo rce 
tra d it io n a l  g en d er roles m ay a lso su g g est th at it  is “a p p ro p riate” a n d “no rm a l ”  to pu n ish th ose wh o violate 
th ese no rm s — i ncl u d i ng th rou g h a cts of VAWG. 

Th is repo r t a lso id entif ied a few p ro m isi ng tren d s a n d p ra ctices .  Th ere were ver y few i n sta n ces of 
i nterperso n a l h a rm , a n d th e g en d er d if feren ce bet ween bei n g sh own at sc h ool o r stu dyi n g wa s not 
sig n if ica nt .  Fu r th erm o re,  severa l  reviewed a dver tisem ents i l l ustrated posit ive no rm s , i ncl u d i ng m en 
eng a g ed i n d o m estic a n d ca reg ivi ng ta sks a s wel l  a s th e i n cl usio n of c h a ra cters with d isa bi l it ies .
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Recommendations
Evid ence i n d icates th at g en d er stereot ypes ca n h ave h a rmfu l  socia l  i m pa cts ,  su c h a s p ro m oti n g 
va l u es a n d beh avio rs a ssociated with VAWG. As su c h ,  th is stu dy ’s f i n d i n g s o n th e p reva len ce of g en d er 
stereot ypes i n a dver tisem ents i n M exico a re h ig h ly co n cern i n g ,  pa r tic u la rly g iven th e severely h ig h 
rates a n d no rm a l izatio n of VAWG i n th e reg io n .  To c h a l len g e th ese no rm s a n d p ro m ote posit ive co ntent 
th at a dva nces th e r ig hts of wo m en a n d g i r ls ,  th is repo r t reco m m en d s th e fol lowi ng a ctio n s by key 
sta keh old ers .

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR AGENCIES AND ADVERTISERS
	� Develo p co ntent th at p ro m otes posit ive m essa g es th at a dva n ces h u m a n rig hts ,  a n d c h a l len g es 

h a rmfu l  stereot ypes a n d no rm a l ized bel iefs a ro u n d VAWG.

	� M a i nstrea m g en d er- a n d a g e - sensit ive a dver tis i n g p ra ctices ,  i n cl u d i n g th ro u g h ra isi ng awa reness a n d 
bu i ld i ng ca pa cit y fo r ed u catio n .

	� Strength en co ntent- q u a l it y testi ng a n d eva l u atio n m ec h a n ism s .

	� Develo p pa r tnersh i ps a n d col la bo ratio ns with g en d er- eq u a l it y o rg a n izatio ns . 

	� I m plem ent i ntern a l  tra nsfo rm atio n a ctio n s to bu i ld eq u a l a n d d iverse wo rkspa ces .

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICYMAKERS AND INTERNATIONAL 
ORGANIZATIONS

	� E xpa n d o p po r tu n it ies fo r a d olescents to pa r tic i pate i n th ei r  co m m u n ities a n d i n th e p rocesses th at 
af fect th em . 

	� Wo rk with youth o rg a n izatio ns to c h a ng e socia l  no rm s th at sta n d i n th ei r  way a n d d evelo p plat fo rm s 
fo r th em to sh a re th ei r  experiences a n d p ro pose sol utio n s .

	� Pa r tner with CSOs a n d p rivate - secto r a l l ies to d evelo p a set of reg io n a l  a n d/o r co u ntr y- specif ic 
sta n d a rd s of p ra ctice o n g en d er- a n d a g e - sensit ive a dver tis i ng .

	� Eng a g e i n a dvoca cy with loca l  a dver tis i n g - sta n d a rd s a ssociatio n s to c reate o r stren gth en statuto r y 
g u id el i nes .

	� I nfl u ence th e i n d ustr y th rou g h th ei r  a n n u a l events a n d awa rd s ,  wh ere specif ic g u id el i n es o r categ o ries 
cou ld be esta bl ish ed to p ro m ote g en d er eq u a l it y i n th e pla n n i n g a n d i m plem entatio n of a dver tis i ng .

	� Col la bo rate with wo m en’s o rg a n izatio ns a n d CSOs to d evelo p loca l ly a p p ro p riate strateg ies a n d 
ca m pa ig ns to i ncentivize u pta ke a n d i m plem entatio n of releva nt sta n d a rd s .

	� I nvest i n loca l  a n d g lo ba l  a dvoca cy to ra ise awa ren ess a ro u n d th e l i n ka g es bet ween a dver tisem ents , 
g en d er socia l izatio n ,  d isc ri m i n ato r y g en d er no rm s , a n d g en d er i neq u a l it y (i ncl u d i ng VAWG).

	� I nvest i n resea rc h a n d bu i ld i ng th e evid en ce ba se,  i ncl u d i n g a ro u n d th e n exus bet ween a dver tisem ents 
(a n d oth er m ed ia fo rm ats) ,  g en d er socia l izatio n ,  d isc ri m i n ato r y g en d er no rm s , a n d g en d er i n eq u a l it y 
(i ncl u d i ng VAWG).
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