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SUMMARY The demeaning portrayal of 
women in advertising, often criticised by 
women's rights associations, has negative so-
cial effects in terms of equality between the 
genders, and for public health.  
This delicate issue is regulated mostly at 
national level in the European Union. Indeed, 
even if political interest in this issue is reflected 
in the work of the Council of Europe and the 
European Parliament, there are relatively few 
binding legal acts at international or European 
level concerning this issue. Each Member State 
sets out its own regulatory framework, which 
often mixes legislation with self-regulation 
developed by the media and advertising 
sectors themselves.  
This solution is also advocated in the 
Audiovisual Media Directive, the only binding 
EU act which prohibits gender-based discrimi-
nation in advertisements. The national frame-
works differ from each other in the legal 
instruments used and in the specific provisions 
included in legal acts. Codes of self-regulation 
tend to have greater similarities, as they are of-
ten elaborated on the basis of the Inter-
national Chamber of Commerce Code of 
Advertising and Marketing Communication 
Practice.  
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Portrayal of women in advertising: 
what's the problem? 

Advertising is often criticised for presenting 
a distorted picture of men and women, with 
negative social consequences. Indeed 
advertising can have an adverse effect on 
equality between men and women, when it 
creates and perpetuates gender stereoty-
pes. Women are often depicted in tradi-
tional and male-dependant roles such as 
victim, sexual object, subservient wife or 
mother. Critics point to the large number of 
openly sexist advertisements exploiting 
female nudity in a way that offends human 
dignity: according to a Belgian study, 
women are more than twice as likely to be 
portrayed in (semi)nudity in ads than men.1 
Some examples of what is called "porno lux" 
go as far as suggesting sexual violence 
against women, in photos advertising luxury 
products. 
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From the perspective of public health, the 
promotion of a particular body ideal, espe-
cially through the use of extremely thin 
models in fashion advertising, can affect the 
self-esteem of women, and lead in some 
cases to severe eating disorders such as 
anorexia and bulimia.  
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International organisations' views 

At global level 
The Convention on the Elimination of all 
forms of discrimination against women, 
adopted in 1979 by the General Assembly of 
the United Nations (UN), asks states party in 
its article 5 to modify the social and cultural 
patterns perpetuating stereotyped roles of 
women and men, or the idea that one sex is 
inferior to another. This is the only legally 
binding international text on this issue. 

The Beijing Platform for Action, adopted in 
1995 by the UN's Fourth World Conference 
on Women, includes "women and media" 
amongst its 12 priority areas for 
action. The parties regret the 
continued projection of negative 
and degrading images of women 
in media communications and 
call for action to be taken to 
promote a balanced and non-
stereotyped portrayal of women. 
One step governments are asked 
to take is to "encourage" the 
media to refrain from presenting 
women as inferior beings and 
exploiting them as sexual objects, 
and to put in place legislation 
against pornography and the 
projection of violence against 
women and children in the 
media. 

Council of Europe 
The Parliamentary Assembly of 
the Council of Europe has 
adopted two major reports on 
this issue: The image of women in 
advertising (2007) and Combating sexist 
stereotypes in the media (2009). Its main 
proposals are to:  

 Establish a European code of good 
conduct, encouraging professionals not 
to present discriminatory and 
disrespectful images of men and women 
in the media. 

 Award a European Advertising Prize to 
promote non-stereotypical and anti-
discriminatory advertising 

 Organise a European awareness 
campaign on this issue 

 Adopt appropriate legal instruments to 
combat sexist stereotyping which leads 
to gender-based discrimination. 

EU policy  

Non legally binding policy instruments 
The Council has adopted two recom-
mendations on the Protection of Minors and 
Human Dignity in 1998 and 2006. It 

encourages Member States 
and industry to develop self-
regulation of the media, 
particularly in order to avoid 
all discrimination based on 
sex. The first recommend-
ation was followed by an EP 
resolution of July 2007 on 
discrimination against wo-
men in advertising. 

In June 2008 the Council 
adopted conclusions on 
Eliminating gender stereo-
types in society. They identify 
gender stereotyping, perpe-
tuated amongst other ways 
in advertising, as the most 
persistent cause of inequality 
between men and women. 
The Council therefore calls on 
Member States to promote, 
through appropriate institu-
tions, awareness-raising cam-

paigns and the exchange of good practices 
on combating gender stereotypes.  

The EP report of 3 September 2008 on how 
marketing and advertising affect equality 
between women and men follows the same 
line. The EP called on Member States to 
establish national media monitoring bodies 
with specific equality expertise to receive 
complaints from the public and share best 
practice. It argued that the effort to combat 

EASA (European Advertising 
Standards Alliance) is an 
umbrella association of na-
tional self-regulating orga-
nisations (SR) in the field of 
advertising. It gathers to-
gether 34 SR: 26 from 24 EU 
Member States, and nine 
others from outside the EU. 
EASA is not itself a self-
regulating body, since it has 
no regulatory function. It 
does not administer a code 
at European level. But it 
promotes effective advert-
ising discipline among its 
members and coordinates 
cross-border complaints 
and monitoring exercises. It 
elaborates and promotes 
Best Practice recommenda-
tions. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/cedaw.htm
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/cedaw.htm
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/
http://assembly.coe.int/Documents/WorkingDocs/Doc07/EDOC11286.pdf
http://assembly.coe.int/Documents/WorkingDocs/Doc07/EDOC11286.pdf
http://assembly.coe.int/Documents/WorkingDocs/Doc10/EDOC12267.pdf
http://assembly.coe.int/Documents/WorkingDocs/Doc10/EDOC12267.pdf
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/audiovisual_and_media/l24030a_en.htm
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/audiovisual_and_media/l24030a_en.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&mode=XML&reference=A4-1997-0258&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&mode=XML&reference=A4-1997-0258&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&mode=XML&reference=A4-1997-0258&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&mode=XML&reference=A4-1997-0258&language=EN
http://www.eu2008.si/en/News_and_Documents/Council_Conclusions/June/0609_EPSCO-Gender.pdf
http://www.eu2008.si/en/News_and_Documents/Council_Conclusions/June/0609_EPSCO-Gender.pdf
http://www.eu2008.si/en/News_and_Documents/Council_Conclusions/June/0609_EPSCO-Gender.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P6-TA-2008-0401&language=EN&ring=A6-2008-0199
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P6-TA-2008-0401&language=EN&ring=A6-2008-0199
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P6-TA-2008-0401&language=EN&ring=A6-2008-0199
http://www.easa-alliance.org/Home/page.aspx/81
http://www.easa-alliance.org/Home/page.aspx/81
http://www.easa-alliance.org/About-EASA/EASA-projects/Best-Practice-Recommendations/page.aspx/162
http://www.easa-alliance.org/About-EASA/EASA-projects/Best-Practice-Recommendations/page.aspx/162
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gender stereotypes in the media and 
advertising should be accompanied by an 
appropriate education strategy, fostering a 
critical attitude towards marketing in 
children. MEPs also expressed deep concern 
about the advertising of sexual services in 
popular media easily available to children. 

Legislative instrument 
The one legally binding EU instrument in 
this field is the Audiovisual Media Services 
Directive 2010/13/EU. Article 6 prohibits 
discrimination based on sex, age, racial or 
social origin, nationality, religion or disability 
in television adverts and other audiovisual 
commercial communication. Article 44 of 
the Directive encourages self-regulation by 
stakeholders and co-regulation with the 
state, as a means to implement certain 
provisions of the directive. 

National level: main elements of 
regulatory framework 

The regulatory framework at national level is 
in most cases a combination of three major 
elements: general anti-discrimination law, 
specific provisions in media and consumer-
protection legislation, and self regulation. In 
some countries, various innovative policy 
instruments are deployed. The situation in 
EU Member States and Norway can be 
summarised as follows:  

General anti-discrimination law 
In a number of countries there is no specific 
legal framework relating to gender issues in 
advertising. However every European 
country has the principle of non-discrimi-
nation based on gender established as a 
legal principle. In some cases such as 
Belgium2, Italy3 and Malta4, there is cross-
sectoral legislation to help prevent gender 
discrimination. In Hungary the general 
principle forbidding discrimination is 
complemented by a government strategy 
for the promotion of gender equality which 
includes among its other priorities the 
elimination of gender stereotypes in 
cooperation with the media. Article 8 of 

Lithuania’s general equal opportunity law 
relates to advertising and commercial 
information. It states inter alia that such 
information must not convey humiliation or 
contempt, or restriction of rights or 
extension of privileges on the grounds of 
gender. 

The issue is extensively covered in Spanish 
law. Two main organic acts on effective 
equality between men and women and 
integrated protective measures against 
gender violence regulate the question. In 
the first of these acts there are explicit 
requirements for public media to take care 
to portray an egalitarian, plural and non-
stereotyped image of men and women. 
Advertising that involves discriminatory 
conduct towards one or other of the 
genders is illegal. The law encourages self-
regulation of the sector, in cooperation with 
local, regional and central authorities. 

Specific provisions in media and 
consumer-protection laws 
In a number of countries the media law 
contains articles prohibiting any kind of 
discrimination in commercial communi-
cations. This is the case for example in 
Austria, Poland and Estonia. 

The Polish Broadcasting law, in article 16b, 
stipulates that advertising shall not include 
any discrimination on grounds of race, sex 
or nationality. However the majority of 
complaints concerning images of women in 
advertising in Poland are based on Article 
202 of the penal code on disseminating 
pornographic content without consent, and 
article 141 of the Misconduct Code on the 
public presentation of indecent content. 

In the Czech Republic, the advertising law 
further specifies that commercial commu-
nication cannot negatively affect human 
dignity or contain elements of pornography 
and violence.5 In Finland, the Consumer 
Protection Act states that marketing is in 
breach of good practice if it is clearly 
inconsistent with accepted social values, in 
particular if it violates human dignity or 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2010:095:0001:0024:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2010:095:0001:0024:EN:PDF
http://www.szmm.gov.hu/download.php?ctag=download&docID=21986
http://www.szmm.gov.hu/download.php?ctag=download&docID=21986
http://www3.lrs.lt/pls/inter3/dokpaieska.showdoc_l?p_id=406717
http://www.boe.es/aeboe/consultas/bases_datos/doc.php?id=BOE-A-2007-6115#analisis
http://www.boe.es/aeboe/consultas/bases_datos/doc.php?id=BOE-A-2007-6115#analisis
http://www.boe.es/aeboe/consultas/bases_datos/doc.php?id=BOE-A-2004-21760#analisis
http://www.boe.es/aeboe/consultas/bases_datos/doc.php?id=BOE-A-2004-21760#analisis
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discriminates on grounds of gender. The 
Norwegian Marketing Control Act stipulates 
that marketing should not conflict with the 
equality of the sexes, or exploit the body of 
one of the sexes, or convey an offensive or 
derogatory appraisal of women or men. The 
Spanish General Advertising act is more 
specific on this issue. An advertisement that 
portrays women in a degrading or discri-
minatory fashion, either by using their body 
parts as mere objects unrelated to the 
product promoted, or their image asso-
ciated with stereotyped behaviours, is 
considered unlawful. 

The International Chamber of Commerce Code 
of Advertising and Marketing Communication 
Practice, on which a number of national self-
regulation instruments are based, foresees in its 
article 4 that advertisements should not con-
done any form of discrimination, including that 
based on sex, nor should they in any way 
undermine human dignity. 

Self regulation 
In almost all EU countries, except Latvia, 
Denmark and Malta, there are self-
regulatory instruments established by the 
sector, often based on the Code of 
Advertising and Marketing Communication 
Practice. In countries such as Ireland and UK 
self-regulatory instruments are the main 
tools of regulation, while in others they 
complement the more or less general 
legislative framework.  

The codes are managed by self-regulating 
bodies, whose role is also to receive 
complaints from the public. In some 
countries, specific recommendations 
relevant to the issue of gender image 
complement the general provisions of such 
codes. This is the case in Belgium where 
there are specific rules on the repre-
sentation of a person in advertising, 
although the female image is not specifically 
mentioned. In Slovakia, there are Ethical 
Principles of Advertising Practice that con-
tain more specific provisions on this topic. It 
states that representation of a woman or a 
man in advertising shall comply, at least in a 

broad sense, with the context of the subject 
matter or purpose of the advertisement, and 
that the visual interpretation of such an 
advertisement shall not violate the general 
standards of decency (Art. 11.3). The Finnish 
and Irish codes talk explicitly of the equality 
of social, cultural and economic roles, which 
should be reflected in commercial commu-
nication. The French recommendation on 
the use of human images states in particular 
that women should not be presented in a 
way which reduces them to an object.  

Other measures  
Following the Spanish example, in 2010 
Poland introduced a new award for 
"breaking stereotypes in advertisement." 
One category concerns gender stereotypes. 

Stakeholders' positions 

Audiovisual sector 
In the Framework of Action on Gender 
Equality (2011) by the EU Audiovisual 
Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee, the 
audiovisual sector has acknowledged its 
potential influence on the perception of 
gender equality and diversity. According to 
its representatives, the media's creative 
content should balance arguments for 
gender equality with the fundamental 
principles of free creative expression. It 
advocates concerted measures: 
 Training to raise awareness of the 

mangers and production executives on 
gender equality issues. 

 Gender mainstreaming at different stages 
of the production process (subject 
choice, programme reviews, strong 
editorial policy) 

 Formal adoption and application of 
relevant charters and codes on gender 
equality 

 Development of gender-sensitivity indi-
cators for the media 

 Establishment of monitoring of gender 
portrayal by each broadcaster. 

http://www.forbrukerombudet.no/id/11039810.0
http://www.iccwbo.org/policy/marketing/id8532/index.html
http://www.iccwbo.org/policy/marketing/id8532/index.html
http://www.iccwbo.org/policy/marketing/id8532/index.html
http://www.iccwbo.org/policy/marketing/id8532/index.html
http://www.iccwbo.org/policy/marketing/id8532/index.html
http://www.iccwbo.org/policy/marketing/id8532/index.html
http://www.rpr.sk/en/ethical-principles
http://www.rpr.sk/en/ethical-principles
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=7200&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=7200&langId=en
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Women’s rights NGOs 
The European Women's Lobby, the largest 
umbrella organisation of women's associa-
tions in the EU advocates taking several 
measures to ensure a more balanced 
portrayal of women and men in the media6: 
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 To fully implement existing national and 
EU legislation, in particular by developing 
and enforcing a system of effective 
sanctions penalising the promotion of 
degrading images of genders.  

 Establish the European Media Monitoring 
System Group with a specific gender 
equality branch  

 Promote awareness-raising campaigns  
 Promote gender equality as a compulsory 

module for marketing studies and 
communication. 

Advertising of prostitution: some 
examples of legal solutions 

In some countries such as Bulgaria and 
Poland there are no legal instruments 
regulating the advertising of prostitution 
and escort services. In addition, in others 
(e.g. Belgium, Germany, Lithuania), the fact 
that prostitution itself is illegal also makes 
advertising such an illegal activity forbidden.  

In some countries, however, a specific 
solution has been adopted. In Ireland the 
Criminal Justice (Public Order) Act 1994 
(Section 23) makes the advertising of 
prostitution and criminal offences. In the UK, 
where offering oneself for prostitution is 

legal, the advertising of sex services in the 
newspapers is legal as well. However, 
placing such advertisements on, or close to, 
public phones constitutes an offence. 7 

The Finnish criminal code prohibits making 
publicity for other person's sex services. In 
2004 a law was introduced banning the 
advertising of prostitution services on 
websites, as it is seen as a form of 
procurement. In Hungary the law is even 
stricter, with the advertising of sexual 
services explicitly forbidden as well as 
advertising designed to raise sexual interest. 
The Norwegian penal code takes a similar 
approach, punishing public offering or 
requesting of prostitution. 

Main references 
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