
www.manaraa.com

Attitudes toward ads portraying women in decorative roles and female

competition: an evolutionary psychology perspective

Antigone G. Kyrousia*, George G. Panigyrakisa and Anastasios P. Panopoulosb

aDepartment of Business Administration, Athens University of Economics and Business, Athens,
Greece; bDepartment of Balkan, Slavic and Oriental Studies, University of Macedonia,

Thessaloniki, Greece

(Received 27 January 2015; accepted 15 December 2015)

The portrayal of women in advertising is a prolific research topic and extant studies
have emphasized the negative attitudes of female consumers toward stereotypic
depictions of women in advertising in general. However, empirical evidence regarding
female consumers’ responses to specific ads depicting women in decorative roles is
scarce and conflicting. Drawing on the principles of evolutionary psychology, the
present paper proposes that women’s attitudes toward such ads are underlied by the
evolved context-sensitive mechanism of intrasexual competition. Relevant hypotheses
are tested through two experimental studies. The findings indicate that decorative
portrayals in advertising elicit more favorable attitudes when female consumers
compete through a self-promotion strategy with regard to a competitor derogation one.
Additionally, the temporal orientation of self-referencing during ad processing
emerges as a moderator of the influence of the motivational state elicited by the
medium context on attitudes.
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Introduction

Portrayals of women in advertising have long attracted researchers’ interest. In particular,

the depiction of women in advertising has raised societal concerns about the pressure put

on women by idealized images of beauty (e.g. Bissell and Rusk 2010) and much has been

said and written about the roles that advertisers prescribe to them (e.g. Debevec and Iyer

1986). Especially regarding the latter, a voluminous stream of research has focused on

the examination of the phenomenon of gender stereotyping in advertising (for reviews,

see Eisend 2010; Wolin 2003); it has been widely reported that female consumers disap-

prove of the way advertising generally represents women (e.g. Zimmerman and Dahlberg

2008). Yet, most studies on the topic have been descriptive in nature, with only limited

focus on theoretical explanations of women’s responses to actual ads that portray women

in decorative roles with little if any relevance to the advertised product. The latter por-

trayals have been frequently considered to arise from preconceived notions about ‘a wom-

an’s place’ (cf. Courtney and Lockeretz 1971) and the media and advertising industries’

reinforcement of patriarchal values (McDonagh and Prothero 1997). Contemporary

advertisements, even those targeting a female audience, have not ceased to portray

women in decorative roles (Taylor, Landreth, and Bang 2005), with what can be
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superficially considered as a blatant disregard of female consumers’ indignation with the

way they are depicted in advertising. However, only few empirical studies have supported

the notion that women respond unfavorably to such portrayals (see Theodoridis et al.

2013). The present paper aims at addressing this apparent controversy by proposing that

female responses to decorative depictions of women in advertisements are context-sensi-

tive and can be explained via the evolved mechanism of intrasexual competition and pre-

senting the results of two studies conducted to test the corresponding hypotheses.

Evolutionary psychology is a paradigm that seeks to account for cultural phenomena

via the biological underpinnings of humans (Saad and Gill 2000); its principles can be

used to explain several facets of human behavior, such as mating preferences, consump-

tion of foods rich in salt or sugar, and fear of snakes through the identification of domain-

specific psychological mechanisms which have evolved to respond to adaptive problems

faced by the human species (Colarelli and Dettman 2003). As such, evolutionary psychol-

ogy is not considered a sub-field of psychology by its proponents; rather, it is viewed as a

meta-theoretical integrative perspective that integrates the field of psychology as a whole

(Carmen et al. 2013; Duntley and Buss 2008). Thus, evolutionary psychology challenges

what Tooby and Cosmides (1992, 23) refer to as the ‘Standard Social Science Model,’ i.e.

the extant ‘intellectual framework for the organization of psychology and the social scien-

ces’ which posits that human behavior is governed by ‘general-purpose’ and ‘content-

free’ mechanisms, such as learning, reasoning and imitation (Cosmides and Tooby 1994,

54) and that it is principally shaped by social norms. Nonetheless, evolutionary psychol-

ogy does not dismiss the influence of culture or socialization processes, as it emphasizes

the interaction of evolved mechanisms with environmental context (Buss and Schmitt

2011; Campbell 2004). In essence, the debate is one of causality: evolutionary psychol-

ogy advocates that different evolved mechanisms lead to psychological differences which

in turn lead to different social roles and norms, while social psychology argues that differ-

ent social roles lead to psychological differences (Buss 1995; Eagly and Wood 1999).1

Even since the beginning of this century, several promising theoretical implications of

evolutionary psychology for marketing have been identified and repeated calls have been

made for more research on the matter (Bagozzi and Nataraajan 2000; Colarelli and

Dettman 2003; Garcia and Saad 2008). Nonetheless, it has not been until very recently

that relevant empirical studies started to appear (Durante et al. 2014; Griskevicius,

Goldstein, et al. 2009; Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibanez 2013; Hudders et al. 2014; Wang

and Griskevicius 2014). Evolutionary psychology can offer explanations for diverse

aspects of consumer behavior, including responses to advertising (Saad and Gill 2000).

As for consumer responses to decorative portrayals of women in advertising, it has been

theoretically argued that advertisers base their creative decisions on an almost intuitive

understanding of male responses to such depictions which can be explained by the

evolved mechanism of mate attraction (Saad 2004). Yet, given that advertisements that

portray women in this manner often target a female audience (Michell and Taylor 1990),

the examination of female responses to such depictions under the prism of evolutionary

psychology represents a thus far unexploited research direction, relevant to practitioners

and academicians alike.

The present paper pursues the afore-discussed direction by first briefly reviewing

extant literature regarding female reactions to images of women in advertising and draw-

ing theoretical insight from the evolutionary psychology literature focusing on the

evolved and context-sensitive mechanism of intrasexual competition. Subsequently, the

paper describes a series of hypotheses deriving from a synthesis of the two fields. Then,

the design and findings of two studies designed to test the hypotheses are presented.
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The paper concludes with an overall discussion of the results and the main conclusions,

the limitations of the studies and suggestions for future research.

A brief review of the advertising literature on female responses to portrayals of

women in advertising

Gender stereotypes are beliefs about the traits, characteristics, roles and behaviors that

differentially characterize men and women (Ashmore and Del Boca 1981). Stereotypes

have four different components: trait descriptors, physical characteristics, role behaviors

and occupational status (Deaux and Lewis 1984). Within academic research in advertis-

ing, the issue of gender stereotypes has received attention for more than 40 years now

(Eisend 2010; Wolin 2003); researchers’ vivid interest in the topic can be justified by the

extensive use of stereotypic depictions by the advertising industry and the potential social

implications of this phenomenon (Gulas and McKeage 2000; Lysonski and Pollay 1990).

Despite the prolificacy of this research area, surprisingly little is to date known regarding

the actual responses of female consumers to stereotypic presentations of women in spe-

cific ads, for the majority of the relevant literature consists of either content analyses aim-

ing at assessing temporal and cultural differences in relevant advertising practices (e.g.

Gilly 1988) or of studies investigating general attitudes toward the phenomenon of stereo-

typing in advertising (e.g. Ford and LaTour 1996).

Gender stereotypes in advertising refer to the tendency of advertisements to portray

central figures in conformity with pre-established feminine or masculine traits, physical

characteristics, occupational status and role behaviors (Eisend 2010). Especially regard-

ing the latter, stereotypical depictions of women in advertisements typically involve their

portrayal in decorative, traditional or non-traditional roles or as being equal to men

(Plakoyiannaki and Zotos 2009). Traditional portrayals involve showing women as

dependent upon men and/or in the role of the typical housewife, whereas non-traditional

portrayals refer to depictions of women as career-oriented or involved in activities outside

the home; women can be also portrayed neutrally, as equal to men (Plakoyiannaki et al.

2008; Zotos and Lysonski 1994). Decorative portrayals refer to women being presented

as concerned with their physical appearance or as sex objects (Plakoyiannaki and Zotos

2009); these depictions are consistent with what Shimp (2008, 308) terms ‘sexual

objectification,’ which ‘occurs when ads use women (or men) as decorative or attention-

getting objects with little or no relevance to the product category.’ Although much has

changed regarding the way women are portrayed in advertising over the last decades (for

detailed reviews, see Eisend 2010; Furnham and Paltzer 2010; Stern 1999; Wolin 2003),

there is evidence that suggests that even in recent years, more than half a century after the

surge of the feminist movement, advertisements depicting women in decorative roles

remain a frequent occurrence in both general audience magazines (Plakoyiannaki and

Zotos 2009) and female-oriented magazines (Lindner 2004; Michell and Taylor 1990;

Taylor, Landreth, and Bang 2005).2

In terms of the literature concerning actual consumer responses to stereotypic ads,

there seems to be considerable agreement among researchers that women tend to believe

that advertising in general does not portray them in a realistic manner (Christy 2006;

Ford and LaTour 1996; Harker, Harker, and Svensen 2005; Lundstrom and Sciglimpaglia

1977; Zimmerman and Dahlberg 2008). Nonetheless, the few extant studies dealing

explicitly with attitudinal reactions of female consumers to specific stereotypic advertise-

ments have come up with diverging findings, often with little theoretical justification. In

fact, extant evidence indicates that stereotypic portrayals ‘can be helpful or detrimental’
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to advertising effectiveness (Eisend, Plagemann, and Sollwedel 2014, 256). Some early

studies have shown that female participants rate non-stereotyped portrayals of women in

advertising more favorably in terms of liking (Duker and Tucker Jr. 1977) and preference

(Leavitt 1978 as quoted in Whipple and Courtney 1985), whereas opposing results have

also been reported (Bettinger and Dawson 1979 as quoted in Whipple and Courtney

1985). Moreover, Jones, Stanaland and Gelb (1998) report that women express negative

attitudes toward stereotypic ads featuring a sexy female model, and Rouner, Slater and

Domenech-Rodriguez (2003) state that female adolescents are critical of traditional gen-

der role images of women in commercials. Jaffe and Berger (1994) conclude that egalitar-

ian role portrayals are the most effective in terms of female responses to advertising,

whereas Orth and Holancova (2004) have found that women have unfavorable reactions

toward non-stereotypic ads that depict women as being superior to men. To further com-

plicate matters, Orth, Malkewitz, and Bee (2010) report that female consumers experi-

ence more mixed emotions when gender roles are depicted in a way that is incongruous

with their self-concept, but surprisingly express favorable attitudinal responses, while

Vantomme, Geuens, and Dewitte (2005) distinguish between implicit and explicit prefer-

ence and find that the former, but not the latter, is more favorable for ads portraying

women in traditional, as opposed to non-traditional, roles. It has also been found that atti-

tudes to stereotypic ads vary by individuals’ age (Theodoridis et al. 2013) and gender-

role orientations (Morrison and Shaffer 2003), as well as the advertised product category

and its perceived ‘gender’ (Debevec and Iyer 1986; Whipple and Courtney 1985).

We note that most studies concerned with examining consumer responses to stereo-

typic ads focus on the ‘role’ component of stereotyping: most studies seem to contrast

progressive (non-traditional) and traditional role portrayals (e.g. Debevec and Iyer 1988;

Morrison and Shaffer 2003), others compare reactions to egalitarian, traditional and

superwoman portrayals of female models (Jaffe and Berger 1994) and yet others differen-

tiate between images of women in decorative, traditional and non-traditional roles (Theo-

doridis et al. 2013). More importantly perhaps, we observe that from a theoretical

standpoint, researchers have tried to account for any differences found in women’s evalu-

ations of such ads through the socialization patterns of women (see, for instance, the

explanations put forth by Orth and Holancova 2004 or Morrison and Shaffer 2003), thus

adhering to the Standard Social Science Model. Nonetheless, evolutionary psychology

could offer an entirely different explanation.

Insights from evolutionary psychology on the evolved mechanism of female

intrasexual competition

How can evolutionary principles aid the understanding of consumer responses to female

portrayals in advertising? Discussing this very question, Saad (2004) argues in favor of

the evolved mechanism of mating preferences underlying men’s responses to decorative

representations of the opposite sex in advertisements. He posits that women in decorative

roles embody desirable characteristics, such as youthfulness and physical attractiveness,

eliciting favorable attitudes on the part of the male audience. Notwithstanding the fact

that the paper in question broke new ground in advertising research, calling attention to

the merit of evolutionary psychology for the comprehension of consumer responses to

gender stereotypes in advertising, Saad’s (2004) rationale does not address why women

are portrayed in decorative roles not only when advertisers target male audiences, but

also when there is an exclusively female audience. Thus, we turn to evolutionary psychol-

ogy in search of a mechanism explaining the behavior of women toward same-sex others.
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A very recent paper by Durante et al. (2014) provides evidence that female consumer

behavior has a strong evolutionary basis with women’s hormonal fluctuations signifi-

cantly affecting their consumption patterns so as to improve their competitive standing

relative to other women. In a different paper, published almost simultaneously, Hudders

et al. (2014) undertake a series of studies that show a link between luxury consumption

and female intrasexual competition.

Within the field of evolutionary psychology, intrasexual competition is considered as

a mechanism that is closely related to the mechanisms of sexual attraction and mate selec-

tion. The latter mechanisms have long attracted researchers’ interest (see Buss 1989;

Feingold 1990), given that there are more differences than similarities between the two

sexes in these domains (Buss and Schmitt 2011). The mechanisms of sexual attraction,

apart from offering explanations for various aspects of male-to-female and female-to-

male interactions, are suggested to also lie behind some behavioral predispositions toward

members of one’s own sex in the context of intrasexual competition, i.e. ‘competition

between members of the same sex for mating access to members of the opposite sex’

(Buss 1988, 616). Evolutionary psychology considers intrasexual competition an evolved

mechanism which attempts to solve the adaptive problem of scarcity of suitable mates

(Campbell 2004; Geary 2000); in line with parental investment theory,3 males, as the sex

investing less in parenting, tend to express more aggression toward other competing

males for access to constrained resources, with the latter resources in this case being the

higher investing sex (Schmitt 2005; Trivers 1972). Consequently, evolutionary literature

is replete with instances of competition and aggression among males and relevant sup-

porting evidence (e.g. Buss 1988; Van Vugt, De Cremer, and Janssen 2007; Wilson and

Daly 1985).

Although male intrasexual competition is well acknowledged ever since Darwin’s era

(Buss 1988), female-to-female competition is still a relatively unexplored territory, even

within the realms of evolutionary psychology where it long remained a ‘politically taboo

subject’ (Campbell 2004, 23). As of late though, a growing volume of studies provides

evidence that competition also exists among women who, not unlike men, compete for

access to desirable mates (Fink et al. 2014; Piccoli, Forroni, and Carnaghi 2013; Vaillan-

court 2013). However, female intrasexual competition is less visible; women are less

likely than men to employ directly aggressive competitive tactics, often engaging in

acts of indirect or relational aggression, such as gossip or manipulation (Campbell 2004;

Vaillancourt 2013). In line with the distinction between behavior and psychological

mechanisms discussed by Buss (1998),4 the manifest behavior of indirect aggression

toward same-sex rivals can be viewed as the output of the evolved psychological mecha-

nism of intrasexual competition. In stark contrast to this evolutionary view, the explana-

tion for female competition advocated by the Standard Social Science Model is that

women compete among themselves because of their internalization of patriarchal values

and their tendency to conform to socially predefined gender roles (Bussey and Bandura

1999; Wood and Eagly 2002).

Returning to the fundamentals of intrasexual competition, it is interesting to note that

mating preferences operate as a ‘selective force’ on intrasexual competition (Buss 1992,

252); in other words, members of the same sex employ competitive tactics that are closely

aligned to the traits favored by the opposite sex. For instance, competing females tend to

enhance their appearance more than competing males, mirroring the male tendency to

favor physical attractiveness in potential mates (Buss 1992). As Campbell (2004, 19)

notes, ‘attractiveness appears to be the currency of female competition even when no

mention is made of what the competition is about.’
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Intrasexual competition can assume the form of either self-promotion, whereby one

seeks to acquire or appear to have the traits favored by the opposite sex, or competitor

derogation, whereby one seeks to reduce the perceived mate value of same-sex rivals

(Schmitt and Buss 1996, 1187). More broadly defined, self-promotion regards ‘any act

used to enhance the positive qualities of oneself, relative to same-sex others,’ whereas

competitor derogation refers to ‘any act that is used to decrease a rival’s value relative to

oneself’ (Cox and Fisher 2008, 145). Hence, from an evolutionary psychology perspec-

tive, it would make adaptive sense for a female to either seek to (or even appear to)

embody the traits favored by men, such as youth and physical attractiveness, or to dero-

gate her same-sex ‘opponents’ in terms of these traits so as to enhance her own competi-

tive standing. In the context of female competition, self-promotional tactics include the

display of resources and the enhancement of one’s appearance while derogatory tactics

involve acts such as gossip and rumors (Buss 1992). Extant evidence from women’s self-

reports on the competitive tactics they use indicates that women mainly tend to attract

attention to their physical appearance in the interest of self-promotion (Cashdan 1998 as

quoted in Campbell 2004; Fisher and Cox 2011; Walters and Crawford 1994 as quoted in

Campbell 2004). Nonetheless, intolerance of physically attractive women (Leenaars,

Dale, and Marini 2008), gossip aiming at the derogation of other women (Buss and

Dedden 1990) and criticism of their appearance (Fisher 2004; Fisher and Cox 2011;

Vaillancourt 2013) have also been reported.5 From an evolutionary standpoint, competi-

tion among females can vary depending on a variety of ecological factors, such as age,

family status, sexual maturity, resource availability and mate value (Campbell 2004). For

instance, during adolescence and early adulthood when a young women’s fertility is high,

indirect aggression toward other women is increased (Massar, Buunk, and Rempt 2012).

It has also been reported that women in a relationship are more likely to use competitor

derogation than other competitive strategies (Fisher and Cox 2011). Furthermore, Lydon

et al. (1999) have found that women’s level of commitment to a romantic relationship

affects ratings of attractiveness of potential same-sex opponents. Some evidence also sug-

gests that hormonal fluctuations over the course of the ovulatory cycle can affect intrasex-

ual competition; it has been found that women with high estrogen levels are more likely

to give other women lower attractiveness ratings (Baenninger, Baenninger, and Houle

1993; Fisher 2004) and to dehumanize them (Piccoli, Forroni, and Carnaghi 2013).6

In order to optimize the outcome of the competition and to avoid wasting resources,

females as well as males tend to assess their opponents’ relative mate value before com-

peting (Sugiyama 2005). As is the case with most evolved mechanisms, which are both

functional and context-sensitive (Buss 1998, 24), the mechanism of intrasexual competi-

tion is activated only in the presence of specific immediate situational input (Buss 1995,

11), that is, only if relevant cues exist in a certain context. Exploring the motives for

same-sex aggression acts, Griskevicius, Tybur, et al. (2009) have found that both status

and mating goals (competition and courting motives, respectively) triggered women’s

indirect aggression toward other women. Simply put, women can compete with other

women even if no mention of the opposite sex is made (see also Hudders et al. 2014;

Durante et al. 2011). It is hence interesting to note that acts stemming from intrasexual

competition do not necessarily require immediate mating or reproductive-related motives.

Having discussed the evolutionary roots of female intrasexual competition, the paper

proceeds to examine how these principles can be utilized to explain the responses of

female consumers to advertisements depicting women in decorative roles. The next sec-

tion of the paper presents a series of relevant hypotheses, along with their supporting

rationale.
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Hypotheses

From an evolutionary psychology perspective, we suggest that female attitudes

toward advertisements depicting women in decorative roles can be explained via the

mechanism of female competition. Hence, we essentially argue that an activation

of the competition mechanism will influence the reactions of female consumers to

such ads.

As discussed previously, extant research on gender stereotypes in advertising has

come up with diverging evidence regarding female attitudes toward depictions of women

in stereotypic roles in the context of specific ads (e.g. Jaffe and Berger 1994; Orth and

Holancova 2004). When it comes to physical attractiveness which is another component

of stereotypes, a distinct stream of advertising research concerned with spokespersons’

physical attractiveness has established that women can have positive (for a review, see

Belch, Belch, and Villareal 1987), as well as negative (e.g. Caballero, Lumpkin, and

Madden 1989), affective reactions to attractive female models in advertising. Under a

social comparison perspective, Bower (2001, 53) refers to the former positive reactions

as the ‘what is beautiful is good’ effect and seeks to account for the latter negative reac-

tions through social comparison jealousy and derogation, thus arguing that female con-

sumers compare themselves with the model and act as ‘threatened comparers’ (Bower

2001, 54), experiencing negative affect.

Under an evolutionary psychology perspective, we view attractiveness as the currency

of female competition (Campbell 2004) and suggest an alternate explanation of why

women would derogate a female model in an advertisement; we propose that the latter is

the case when women unconsciously compete with the model through competitor deroga-

tion. Women engaging in competitor derogation have been found to derogate the attrac-

tiveness of their female rivals, as previously discussed. The question that thus arises is

whether it is possible for women to compete with models in advertisements. Previous

evolutionary research indicates that in order for women to compete, the female rival does

not necessarily have to be ‘in the flesh’: Durante et al. (2011) found that ovulating women

tended to choose sexier clothes when primed with photos of attractive women, comparing

themselves to the latter and attempting to self-promote, while Fisher (2004) reported that

women presented with photos of other women derogated their attractiveness. Further-

more, it has been shown that women compare themselves with female models in adver-

tisements (Martin and Kennedy 1993; Richins 1991) for both self-evaluation and self-

improvement motives (Martin and Kennedy 1994) and can experience positive and nega-

tive affective reactions toward them (Bower 2001). In line with Buss’ (1998) view of

evolved mechanisms, we thus reason that if women are motivated to compete (situational

input), the attitudes and attractiveness evaluations of the model will reflect the corre-

sponding psychological mechanism, i.e. their tendency to self-promote or derogate the

woman in front of them.

If female consumers are therefore motivated to engage in a competitor derogation

strategy, they can be reasonably expected to evaluate other women as less attractive and

by extension express unfavorable attitudes toward advertisements showing women in

decorative roles. Contrarily, when women are motivated to engage in a self-promotion

strategy, they will not actively derogate the model’s attractiveness and resulting attitudes

will be more favorable. Therefore, the following hypotheses are formulated:

H1: When women compete through self-promotion, they will evaluate a model in a

decorative role as more attractive than when they compete through competitor

derogation.
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H2: When women compete through self-promotion, their attitudes toward an ad depict-

ing a model in a decorative role will be more favorable than attitudes toward the same ad

when women compete through competitor derogation.

We therefore propose that ads portraying women in decorative roles in female-oriented

media are effective when they aid female consumers in engaging in intrasexual competi-

tion through a self-promotion strategy. However, although such favorable outcomes

might reasonably be the advertisers’ intention, in practice, this might not always be the

case, since under different circumstances, ads showing women in decorative roles could

elicit less favorable attitudes resulting from female consumers employing a competitor

derogation strategy. We further posit that the aforementioned circumstances may result

from situational aspects of the exposure (the motivation elicited by the medium context

and the type of self-referencing). Therefore, we essentially argue that ads in female-ori-

ented media showing women in decorative roles are likely to lead to favorable attitudinal

outcomes in certain contexts, with context being the operative word.

Effects of motivation elicited by the medium context

While the few past studies that have examined consumer responses to stereotyped ads

have only dealt with the advertising stimulus per se, we propose that media context influ-

ences female attitudes toward ads depicting models in decorative roles. Media context is

defined as ‘the characteristics of the content of the medium in which an ad is inserted [..],

as they are perceived by the individuals who are exposed to it’ (De Pelsmacker, Geuens,

and Anckaert 2002, 49). Past advertising literature offers abundant evidence supporting

the influence of media context on advertising effects (for a review, see De Pelsmacker,

Geuens and Anckaert 2002). Media context characteristics can be subjective or objective

(Van Reijmersdal, Smit, and Neijens 2010); for the purposes of the present paper, we

focus on the influence of motivational state (the ‘subjective mental reactions that people

experience after confrontation with medium content’; Van Reijmersdal, Smit, and Neijens

2010, 281) as a subjective medium context characteristic. We posit that the motivational

state (neutral or competitive) that the female audience finds themselves in after reading

an article in a female-oriented magazine or a website can operate as situational input for

the evolved mechanism of female intrasexual competition and that the activation of the

latter mechanism will affect female consumers’ attitudes toward ads depicting women in

decorative roles. Such a view appears to concur both with the context-sensitive nature of

the intrasexual competition mechanism (Buss 1995; Campbell 2004) and the notion that

media viewing context functions as situational input for evolutionary mechanisms that

explain responses to advertising (Griskevicius, Goldstein, et al. 2009). Hence, the follow-

ing hypothesis is put forward:

H3: The motivational state induced by the medium context will influence attitudes

toward ads depicting women in decorative roles.

Effects of type of self-referencing

Moreover, we posit that self-referencing moderates the previously hypothesized main

effect. One of the mechanisms proposed to account the effect of media context is that it

operates as a cognitive prime that ‘activates a semantic network of related material that

guides attention and determines the interpretation of the ad’ (Dahlen 2005, 90). A related

aspect of the interpretation of a stereotypic ad is self-referencing, which is defined as ‘a
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cognitive process whereby individuals associate self-relevant stimulus information with

information previously stored in memory to give the new information meaning’ (Debevec

and Iyer 1988, 74). It has been repeatedly shown that consumers relate advertisements to

their own selves (e.g. Burnkrant and Unnava 1995; Hong and Zinkhan 1995), with high

self-referencing leading to more positive attitudes (Chang 2005). More importantly, low

self-referencing has been found to mediate the effect of stereotypic role portrayals in

advertising on attitudinal responses (Debevec and Iyer 1988; Morrison and Shaffer

2003). The latter two studies have only dealt with one’s general self-concept; nonetheless,

the self is commonly viewed as comprising of past (existing) and future (imagined) self-

concepts (see Dimofte and Yalch 2010). Moreover, it has been proposed that consumers

process advertisements by referring to either autobiographical memories or imagined

events (Escalas 2004). Interestingly, previous research has indicated that the temporal ori-

entation of self-referencing (i.e. whether consumers engage in retrospective self-referenc-

ing processing the ad by referencing memories about their past selves or whether they

engage in anticipatory self-referencing whereby the ad is processed with reference to their

imagined or anticipated self) differentially affects ad processing (Dimofte and Yalch

2010; Krishnamurthy and Sujan 1999).

In order to predict the potential effects of anticipatory and retrospective self-referenc-

ing, we return to evolutionary principles regarding the self. Within evolutionary psychol-

ogy, the symbolic self or one’s own self-concept is defined as ‘the language-based and

abstract representation of one’s own attributes and the use of this representation for effec-

tive functioning in affective, motivational and behavioral domains’ (Sedikides and

Skowronski 2002). The symbolic self is considered an adaptation which has evolved over

time as a response to ecological or social pressures (Sedikides and Skowronski 2002).

Self-referencing has been found to play an important role in mate selection (Allen and

Hauber 2013). Campbell and Wilbur (2009) have demonstrated that the self-concepts of

both women and men mirror the preferences of prospective mates.

On the basis of the aforementioned discussion, we anticipate that the temporal orienta-

tion of self-referencing (essentially thinking of the past, i.e., retrospectively vs. thinking

of the future, i.e., anticipatorily) will have an impact on how positively a stereotypic ad is

perceived. More specifically, we hypothesize that under retrospective self-referencing

instructions, the activation of the competition mechanism will lead women to engage in a

competitor derogation strategy which will result in less favorable attitudes toward the

advertised brand. Given that ad processing under retrospective self-referencing instruc-

tions is a top-down process (Krishnamurti and Sujan 1999), we propose that women pro-

cess the stereotyped ad with reference to their past ‘actual’ selves (Sedikides and

Skowronski 2002) and compete by seeking to devalue their ‘opponent,’ i.e. the model in

the ad. This would ultimately result in less favorable attitudes toward the ad among

women. The underlying logic behind this prediction is based on the assumption that the

portrayal of the female model in a decorative role is appealing to males (Saad 2004);

such a portrayal suggests to female consumers that the model possesses traits favored by

the opposite sex. Therefore, the following hypothesis is formulated:

H4: When the self-referencing process is retrospective, a competitive context will lead to

less favorable attitudes toward ads depicting women in decorative roles with respect to a

neutral context.

Conversely, we hypothesize that under anticipatory self-referencing instructions, trigger-

ing the intrasexual competition mechanism will lead women to engage in self-promotion,

thereby expressing more favorable attitudes toward the advertisement. Given that ad
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processing under anticipatory self-referencing instructions is a bottom-up process

(Krishnamurti and Sujan 1999), we propose that women implicitly reference the ad with

regard to their ‘symbolic self far into the future’ (Sedikides and Skowronski 2002) and set

corresponding goals, thus competing by seeking to improve their relative standing. The

idea here is that the idealized model becomes representative of what the woman herself

wants to look more like in the future. In this context, consumers will respond positively

to the decorative model and have favorable attitudes toward the stereotyped ad. Hence,

we hypothesize that:

H5: When the self-referencing process is anticipatory, a competitive context will lead to

more favorable attitudes toward ads depicting women in decorative roles with respect to

a neutral context.

Study 1: Competitive strategies and attitudes toward decorative ads

Experimental design and subjects

The purpose of the first study was to test the key assumption described above, i.e. that atti-

tudes toward an ad showing a woman in a decorative role differ with respect to the com-

petitive strategy employed by the female audience. To test hypotheses 1 and 2, an

experimental study was conducted, with the participation of 62 female students aged

between 21 and 26 years (M D 22.66, SD D 1.32). A student sample was selected in an

attempt to keep participants’ age relatively constant since the latter has been previously

found to affect both attitudes toward stereotypical ads (Theodoridis et al. 2013) and indi-

rect aggression toward other women (Massar, Buunk, and Rempt 2012). Subjects were

randomly assigned to one of two conditions: half of the students read a scenario designed

to motivate them to engage in a self-promotion strategy, whereas the remaining half read

another scenario designed to motivate them to employ a competitor derogation strategy.

No significant differences emerged with respect to age across the different conditions (F

(1,61) D 2.13, p D 0.150).

Procedure, stimuli and measures

Participants completed an online questionnaire for the purposes of the study. They ini-

tially read a cover story which indicated that the experiment investigated their ability to

memorize information under different instructions; it was expected that these instructions

would not trigger demand effects. Participants were initially exposed to a list of six fic-

tional brand names and were asked to study them carefully; this was a filler task intended

to enhance the plausibility of the cover story. Subsequently, they saw a short scenario

that primed them to engage in either a self-promotion or a competitor derogation strategy,

depending on the condition. They were instructed to read it and to imagine themselves in

the situation and to try to feel the emotions and feelings that the woman in the story is

experiencing. The instructions were adapted from Griskevicius, Tybur, et al. (2009). The

scenarios7 were based on a story used to manipulate context in Hudders et al. (2014) and

can be found in Appendix 1. Notwithstanding their artificiality, scenarios are commonly

used in both evolutionary psychological research (e.g. Buss et al. 1992; Wilson and

O’Gorman 2003) and experimental studies in the consumer behavior literature (e.g.

Griskevicius, Goldstein, et al. 2009; Williams and Steffel 2014; Wang and Griskevicius

2014).

780 A.G. Kyrousi et al.



www.manaraa.com

After reading the scenarios, the subjects answered a series of questions about how

likely they were to engage in a self-promotion or competitor derogation strategy; this was

intended as a manipulation check. After completing a filler recognition task, participants

were shown a mock ad and then indicated their attitudes toward it and listed their

thoughts. For reasons of internal validity, the mock ad referred to a fictitious brand for a

new web radio. The advertised product category was selected on the basis of a pretest (12

female respondents) so as to be gender neutral8 and non-attractiveness-enhancing, since

prior studies have found that attitudes toward stereotypic ads differ with regard to the

product’s perceived gender (Debevec and Iyer 1986) and that the degree to which a prod-

uct is seen as attractiveness-enhancing influences women’s preferences for it in a compet-

itive context (Hudders et al. 2014). The ad (Appendix 2) was designed with the use of

professional photo editing software and comprised a professionally taken photo of a

female model lying on a couch, the fictitious brand name (Tempo) and a tagline (The new

web radio); the ad was selected on the basis of a pretest (22 female respondents).9 Some

additional filler questions and an open-ended question regarding the perceived purpose of

the study followed. As intended, none of the participants guessed its true purpose. Then,

participants were again presented with the target ad and evaluated the attractiveness of

the model in the ad; the evaluation of attractiveness was intended as an indicator of

whether the respective competition strategies had been transferred to the model in the ad.

Physical attractiveness ratings have been previously been used as a proxy for competitive

strategies employed by Fisher (2004, 271), in line with extant evolutionary psychological

literature that links attractiveness to competitive tactics (Campbell 2004; Vaillancourt

2013). A similar indirect assessment of social comparison derogation has also been used

by Bower (2001, 56). We therefore reasoned that negative model attractiveness’ evalua-

tions could be considered as evidence of competitor derogation occurring, while positive

model attractiveness’ evaluations could be seen as evidence of self-promotion. Finally,

subjects indicated the extent to which they believed that its portrayal of women was ste-

reotypic. The questionnaire concluded with demographics questions and the debriefing of

the participants.

Table 1 presents the variables used in the study and the operationalization of each.

As shown in the Table, all scales had satisfactory reliability (all Cronbach a values

above 0.70).

Results

There was a significant main effect of the scenario read on participants’ self-reported

intention to engage in a self-promotion strategy (F(l,60) D 243.96, p < 0.001), with the

subjects in the self-promotion condition expressing a significantly more pronounced

intention to engage in self-promotion than their counterparts in the competitor derogation

condition (Mself-promotion D 5.34, Mcompetitor derogation D 3.30; t(60) D 15.62, p < 0.001).

The main effect of the scenario on participants’ intention to derogate the competitor was

also significant (F(l,60) D 281.08, p < 0.001); participants in the competitor derogation

condition indicated that they were more likely to employ a competitor derogation strategy

than those in the self-promotion condition (Mself-promotion D 2.66, Mcompetitor derogation D
5.24; t(60) D ¡16.77, p < 0.001). Thus, the manipulation of competitive strategy was

successful.

As expected, competitive strategy was found to have a significant effect on attractive-

ness ratings (F(l,60) D 42.30, p < 0.001), with subjects engaging in self-promotion rating

the model’s attractiveness higher than their counterparts engaging in competitor
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derogation (Mself-promotion D 4.94, Mcompetitor derogation D 3.19; t(60) D 6.504, p < 0.001),

hence providing support for H1. This significant effect can be interpreted as evidence that

the strategies resulting from the manipulations have been transferred to the model in the

ad. Additional evidence supporting this assumption was obtained from coding partic-

ipants’ thoughts relating to the model according to their valence. Participants in the self-

promotion condition had a significantly higher number of positive (vs. negative) thoughts

about the model (Mpositive D 2.00, Mnegative D 0.61; t(30) D 5.31, p < 0.001), while the

opposite was the case for participants in the competitor derogation condition (Mpositive D
0.77,Mnegative D 1.81; t(30) D ¡3.46, p < 0.01).

Regarding the effect of competitive strategy on attitude toward the ad, a one-way

ANOVA indicated that it was significant (F(l,60) D 110.27, p < 0.001).10 As hypothe-

sized, the subjects in the self-promotion condition expressed more favorable attitudes

toward the ad than those in the competitor derogation condition (Mself-promotion D 5.12,

Mcompetitor derogation D 3.06; t(60) D 10.50, p < 0.001). Hence, H2 is also supported.

Study 2: Effects of motivational state elicited by the medium context and temporal

orientation of self-referencing on attitudes toward decorative ads

Experimental design and subjects

To test Hypotheses 3�6, a 2 £ 2 (motivational state: neutral/competitive £ self-referenc-

ing: retrospective/anticipatory) between-subjects experiment was conducted, with the

participation of 88 female students aged between 20 and 26 years (M D 22.27). Subjects

were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions (22 subjects per condition) in order

to minimize the potential of systematic differences in personal characteristics such as

stage in the ovulatory cycle (Fisher 2004). No significant differences emerged with

respect to age across the different conditions (F(3,84) D 1.908, p D 0.134).

Procedure, stimuli and measures

Participants received a link to an online questionnaire and were led to believe that they

were participating in two unrelated studies. They initially read a cover story identical to

the one used in Study 1 and were then asked to read an excerpt from an advice column at

a women’s website; they were instructed to concentrate on the story because they were to

be asked about it later on and to try to feel the emotions and feelings that the woman in

the story is experiencing. In reality, the excerpts were two different stories (one per condi-

tion) designed to manipulate subjects’ motivation and to elicit neutral or competitive

motives (Appendix 3). The stories and instructions were adapted from Griskevicius,

Tybur, et al. (2009). Participants then answered a series of questions regarding their moti-

vational state intended to check the success of the manipulation (desire to compete, desire

to attract a mate, positive arousal and negative arousal) and some filler recall questions

regarding the story to enhance the believability of the cover story. Subsequently, subjects

were exposed to a mock ad (identical to the one used in Study 1); half of them were

instructed to look carefully at the ad and try to relate it to an experience that they have

had in the past (retrospective self-referencing condition), whereas the other half were told

to relate the ad to an experience they may have in the future (anticipatory self-referencing

condition), per Krishnamurti and Sujan (1999). Next, participants indicated their attitudes

toward the ad, as well as the extent to which they engaged in self-referencing in general

and in the intended type of self-referencing (past orientation, future orientation). After
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that, participants answered two additional filler questions and an open-ended question to

assess demand bias. They were thanked for their participation in the study and were asked

to answer another supposedly unrelated questionnaire regarding skepticism toward firms.

On the next page, they indicated their agreement with some filler statements and indicated

their attitudes toward stereotyped portrayals in advertising. The latter was included to

address potential confounding effects, given that a priori attitudes toward stereotyping in

advertising have been previously found to influence attitudes toward specific ads (Orth

and Holancova 2004); the cover story aimed at concealing any link between the two and

at discouraging the participants to use the ad stimulus as a point of reference for their

answers. An open-ended question asking participants about the purpose of the study fol-

lowed (as previously, participants were unsuspecting) and the participants were debriefed

and thanked for their participation.

Table 2 presents the variables used in the study and the operationalization of each. As

shown in the Table, all scales had satisfactory reliability (all Cronbach a values above

0.70).

Results

There was a significant main effect of the self-referencing instructions on the manipula-

tion check for past orientation (F(l,84) D 255.14, p < 0.001), with the subjects in the ret-

rospective self-referencing condition being more past oriented than those in the

anticipatory self-referencing one (Mretrospective D 5.77, Manticipatory D 2.27; t(86) D 15.83,

p < 0.001). The main effect of self-referencing on the manipulation check for future ori-

entation was also significant (F(l,84) D 215.47, p< 0.001), with the subjects in the antici-

patory self-referencing condition being more future-oriented than the subjects in the

retrospective self-referencing one (Mretrospective D 2.50, Manticipatory D 5.75; t(86) D
¡14.80, p < 0.001). There were no significant differences in the subjects’ degree of gen-

eral self-referencing between the two conditions (t(86) D ¡0.06, p D 0.956). Regarding

the manipulation of motivational state, there was a significant main effect of the type of

story read on the manipulation check for desire to compete (F(l,84) D 169.02, p <

0.001), with the subjects in the competitive motivation condition expressing

increased desire to compete with regard to the subjects in the neutral motivation condition

(Mneutral D 2.53, Mcompetitive D 5.08; t(86) D ¡13.12, p < 0.001). Additionally, there was

a significant main effect of the type of story read on the manipulation check for desire to

attract a mate (F(l,84) D 86.92, p < 0.001), with the subjects in the competitive motiva-

tion condition expressing increased desire to attract a mate with regard to the subjects in

the neutral motivation condition (Mneutral D 3.17, Mcompetitive D 4.90; t(78.86) D ¡9.41,

p < 0.001). The story intended to elicit competitive motives evoked similar levels of

positive and negative arousal (3.03 vs. 2.80, respectively; t(43) D 1.87, p D 0.068).

Therefore, both manipulations were successful.

To test the relevant hypotheses, a two-way independent ANOVA (2 levels of motiva-

tional state £ 2 levels of self-referencing) was conducted, with attitude toward the ad as

the dependent variable.11 There was a significant main effect of self-referencing type on

attitude toward the ad (F(1,84) D 30.38, p < 0.001), with the subjects in the anticipatory

self-referencing condition expressing more favorable attitudes than those in the retrospec-

tive self-referencing one (Mretrospective D 3.23, Manticipatory D 4.59; t(86) D ¡5.03, p <

0.001). Contrary to H3, the main effect of motivational state on attitude was not signifi-

cant (F(1,84) D 0.17, p D 0.680). However, the means plot (Figure 1) indicates a disordi-

nal interaction between the two factors. Indeed, there was a significant interaction effect
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between motivational state and self-referencing type (F(1,84) D 19.04, p < 0.001), which

indicates that the temporal orientation of self-referencing moderates the effect of motiva-

tional state on attitude toward the ad. To further investigate this interaction, a Simple

Effects Analysis was performed at each level of the moderator variable (i.e. self-referenc-

ing). As recommended by Pedhazur and Schmelkin (1991, 527), we adjusted the alpha

level to 0.025. There was a significant simple main effect of motivational state on attitude

toward the ad at the retrospective level of self-referencing (F(1,85) D 5.80, p < 0.025);

when they were processing the ad with reference to their past selves, subjects in the com-

petitive motivation condition exhibited less favorable attitudes toward the ad with regard

to their counterparts in the neutral motivation condition (Mneutral D 3.72, Mcompetitive D
2.74; t(42) D 2.63, p < 0.025). Hence, H4 is supported. The Simple Effect Analysis also

indicated a significant simple main effect of motivational state on attitude toward the ad

at the anticipatory level of self-referencing (F(1,85) D 8.48, p < 0.01); when they were

processing the ad with reference to their future selves, subjects in the competitive motiva-

tion condition exhibited more favorable attitudes toward the ad with regard to their coun-

terparts in the neutral motivation condition (Mneutral D 4.00, Mcompetitive D 5.18; t(42) D
-3.62, p < 0.01). Thus, H5 is supported. The fact that the two opposite simple main

effects seem to balance each other out accounts for the observed non-significant main

effect of motivational state on attitude.

Figure 1. Effects of motivational state and self-referencing on attitude toward the ad.
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Discussion, limitations and conclusions

Researchers have long been interested in the portrayal of female roles in advertising; sur-

prisingly though, only a scant of extant studies has examined actual responses of women

toward such depictions, coming up with conflicting evidence. The continuously develop-

ing literature that stresses the importance of the evolved mechanism of female competi-

tion to the understanding of female consumption behavior has the potential to offer an

alternative explanation of women’s stances toward advertisements presenting women in

decorative roles. Accordingly, the two studies reported in this paper began to address the

need for further understanding of female attitudes toward such ads from a female compe-

tition standpoint. Since competition is activated by immediate situational input, we

focused on situational characteristics of exposure to ads. In this spectrum, we investigated

the effect of alternative competitive strategies employed by female consumers on atti-

tudes toward advertisements portraying women as decorative objects. Additionally, we

examined how the motivational state elicited by the medium context affects attitudes

toward this type of ads and tested the hypothesis that the temporal orientation of self-

referencing moderates this effect. The results of the two studies largely confirmed our

hypotheses. In particular, the results of Study 1 indicate that when female consumers are

primed to engage in self-promotion in the interest of competing with other females, an ad

portraying a woman in a decorative role elicits favorable reactions. Contrarily, when

women are primed to engage in competitor derogation, attitudes toward the focal ad sub-

stantially deteriorate. In accordance with our conceptual framework, the observed effect

may be explained by the tendency of women in the latter case to perceive the female

model in the ad as a rival, seek to derogate her attractiveness and thus respond unfavor-

ably toward the ad. The results of Study 2 shed additional light into this phenomenon,

indicating that when women process an ad featuring a female model in a decorative role

with reference to their past selves and the competition mechanism is activated by situa-

tional input in the form of an article in the medium, attitudes toward the ad are generally

negative. On the other hand, if women are encouraged to process the ad with reference to

their future selves and an article in the medium motivates them to compete, attitudes

toward the ad are significantly more favorable.

Some limitations of the studies represent interesting directions for future research. For

instance, as is the case with most laboratory experiments, our experimental studies are

characterized by an artificial design which could be a concern for external validity

(DeVaus 2001, 77�78; Harris 2008, 168; Sani and Todman, 2006, 35); it would be inter-

esting to see if similar findings emerge from future studies using different research

designs. Furthermore, for reasons of feasibility, our studies have relied on small, conve-

nience student samples. It is crucial for subsequent studies to test similar hypotheses using

larger non-student probability samples, preferably including older women. Moreover, our

samples were uniform in terms of their cultural background. Since evolutionary psychol-

ogy emphasizes panhuman similarities (Tooby and Cosmides 1995), it is critical for

future studies to check if the observed patterns are replicated cross-nationally. Given that,

to the best of the authors’ knowledge, the aforedescribed studies constitute the first

attempt to account for female responses to decorative portrayals of women in advertise-

ments through the evolved mechanism of female intrasexual competition, it would be

important for future studies on the topic to include additional variables, such as partic-

ipants’ self-perceived attractiveness, self-confidence, general attitude toward advertising

and relationship status, that were not examined in this paper. Since we used a single ad

788 A.G. Kyrousi et al.



www.manaraa.com

for only one product category with a fictitious brand name, subsequent studies could

include additional product categories and existing brands to assess whether familiarity

with the category or the brand influences responses to decorative portrayals. Similarly, it

could be assessed whether the latter differ with regard to consumers’ mood when viewing

the ad, which could be influenced by their being motivated to compete. Future studies

could also extend beyond retrospective and anticipatory self-referencing, including

instructions that encourage thoughts related to one’s present self. Furthermore, our studies

have solely focused to responses to a single ad depicting a model in a decorative role; we

are currently expanding our focus to juxtaposing female attitudes toward ads portraying

women in decorative and non-decorative roles. Also, we are planning to examine poten-

tial differences between ads that refer to attractiveness-enhancing and non-attractiveness-

enhancing products (Hudders et al. 2014).

Despite the limitations, the results of the two experimental studies viewed together

have considerable theoretical implications. Although the dominant view of stereotyped

portrayals of females in advertising focuses on the indignation of women toward the way

they are generally presented in advertising (e.g. Ford and LaTour 1996), thus far there is

only limited support of these negative a priori attitudes predicting responses to actual ads

(Orth and Holancova 2004; Theodoridis et al. 2013). In this sense, our findings offer an

alternative explanation of the mechanism underlying such attitudes. Previous research

has provided evidence of women responding both positively and negatively to ads with

attractive female models (see Bower 2001 for a review). Although attractiveness is a

physical characteristic and decorative portrayal refers to role behaviors, they are both rel-

evant to the understanding of female responses to decorative ads. In our view, this is not

ultimately due to both role behaviors and physical characteristics being components of

stereotypes (Eisend 2010), but due to attractiveness being ‘the currency of female com-

petition’ (Campbell 2004, 19). In other words, female consumers use the female model’s

attractiveness as a ‘weapon’ in their favor when they think of her as a projection of them-

selves in the future, but they use this ‘weapon’ against the woman in the ad when they

think of her as a rival to their past selves. In this regard, it is important to note that our

findings enhance the understanding of the relationship between self-referencing and role

portrayals of women in advertising, which has been addressed only limitedly by prior

research (Debevec and Iyer 1988; Morrison and Shaffer 2003). The findings of the two

studies also extend prior attempts to account for male reactions to female stereotypes in

advertising through the evolutionary principles of mate attraction (Saad 2004) to explain

female responses to such portrayals, thus indicating that scientific inquiry on the represen-

tation of women in advertising should further capitalize on evolutionary psychology prin-

ciples in contrast to its yet interpreting this phenomenon from a ‘Standard Social Science

Model’ (Tooby and Cosmides 1995, 23) viewpoint.

From a managerial perspective, the findings of the studies have also important practi-

cal implications, as they stress the need for advertising practitioners to closely examine

the medium context in which ads showing women in decorative roles are placed. The

medium context could metaphorically function as a ‘double-edged sword’ when it comes

to the effectiveness of such advertisements; a context that motivates female consumers to

compete and at the same time think about themselves in the future could be seen as an

opportunity to elicit favorable attitudes, whereas a context that encourages women to der-

ogate the model in the ad could plausibly undermine its effectiveness. We thus echo Cau-

berge, Geuens, and De Pelsmacker’s (2011, 656) suggestion to advertising professionals

to pay attention to the characteristics of the context. Given that female-oriented media are
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replete with content focusing on romantic relationships, as well as stories of friendship

and animosity with other women, media planning should be closely aligned with creative

strategy to ensure visual advertising effectiveness. Especially when it comes to online

advertising, this could be achieved through the use of contextual targeting tools that rely

on processing keywords or language processing algorithms to semantically analyse the

verbal content of webpages. For instance, ads with female models in decorative roles

should not be placed next to a website article that encourages women to think about what

they have experienced in the past; our research shows that such a context might lead

women to engage in competitor derogation and prove detrimental to attitudes toward the

ad. For traditional media such as print where contextual targeting is not yet possible, our

findings imply that ads should not be pretested outside of context, as De Pelsmacker,

Geuens, and Anckaert (2002) also point out. Taking this a step further, our findings also

imply that advertisers and advertising agencies need to carefully reconsider creative exe-

cutions that involve female models in decorative roles in campaigns targeting female

audiences, especially in the many cases when controlling for the medium context is not

feasible, given that consumer responses seem to be context-sensitive. In such cases, we

would recommend that they use a less risky approach. As a concluding remark, we would

like to stress the fact that the present paper constitutes, to our knowledge, the first attempt

to account for female consumers’ responses to advertisements depicting other women

from a female competition standpoint. In our view, the fact that advertising research has

thus far omitted to address such a possibility can be explained by the fact that female

competition is a relatively new topic; after all, it is only fairly recently that publications

on this matter have appeared in the marketing literature. Nonetheless, it could also be the

case that researchers are reluctant to touch this controversial issue, which has not ceased

to be a ‘politically taboo subject’ even a decade after Campbell (2004, 23) suggested that

this was the case in the past. Female intrasexual competition should be neither a priori

dismissed as a ‘misogynistic’ or ‘demeaning’ idea nor in any way misinterpreted to

demean women (see Welling and Nicolas 2015 for a discussion on the latter). Given the

growing body of empirical evidence supporting the existence of such a mechanism, the

possibility of its underlying diverse aspects of consumer behavior merits to be tested. It

remains to be seen whether further studies in this nascent research area will support or

challenge the notion of female competition.
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Notes

1. Evolutionary psychology as a paradigm has received substantial criticism in terms of its
explanatory power (e.g. Eagly 1997; Levy 2004; Panksepp and Panksepp 2000), the testability
of its hypotheses (see Holcomb 1998; Ketelaar and Ellis 2000), and even the political views of
its proponents (see Tybur, Miller, and Gangestad 2007). Given that a detailed discussion of the
controversy and criticisms surrounding evolutionary psychology is beyond the scope of this
paper, interested readers are encouraged to consult Confer et al. (2010), Smith, Mulder, and
Hill (2001) and Welling and Nicolas (2015).
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2. To explain this ‘paradoxical evidence’ (Plakoyiannaki et al. 2008, 104), one could argue that
female models are used so as to function as role models for the target audience (Forbes et al.
2004). It has inadvertently been pointed out that such decisions are made by advertising exec-
utives who are predominantly male (McDonagh and Prothero 1997, 365); advertising has
been thus seen to propagate the aesthetic of the ‘white male middle-class heterosexual’ (Stern
1999, 8), thus operating as a ‘distorted mirror’ (Pollay 1986, 18) of society, which in turn pro-
duces a number of negative social consequences (Hackley and Kitchen 1999).

3. According to parental investment and sexual selection theory (Trivers 1972), men value traits
such as youthfulness and physical attractiveness in their potential mates, whereas women
favor mates with a high social status (Buss 1989).

4. Buss (1998) distinguishes between evolved mechanisms and manifest behavior in the domain
of sexual selection and argues in favor of formulating relevant hypotheses on the basis of
inward psychological mechanisms rather than behaviors, since the latter is limited by numer-
ous constraints.

5. For more detailed reviews of the empirical evidence in support of intrasexual competition
among males and females, please see Buss (1998; 2009) and Campbell (2004).

6. Numerous studies in evolutionary psychology have indicated that hormonal fluctuations influ-
ence females’ mating preferences (e.g. Anderson et al. 2010; Gangestad et al. 2004); in a
meta-analytic study by Gildersleeve, Haselton, and Fales (2014), the existence of context-
dependent cycle shifts in women’s mate preferences has been confirmed. Drawing on the fact
that mating preferences are thought to drive intrasexual competition (Buss 1988, 1989), it has
been suggested that the female ovulatory cycle also affects the latter mechanism (Fisher
2004). Ovulating women have been found to dress so as to impress other women (Durante
et al. 2011) and to attempt to improve their social standing with regard to other women by
acquiring positional goods (Durante et al. 2014). Although the link between hormonal fluctua-
tions and mating-related behaviors is well established, the ‘ovulatory competition hypothesis’
(i.e. the notion that ovulation intensifies female intrasexual competition) merits further
research, as noted by Durante et al. (2014, 35).

7. A pretest (26 female respondents aged 21�25 years) indicated that both scenarios led women
to engage in the intended strategies (self-promotion scenario: Mself-promotion D 5.10, Mcompetitor

derogation D 2.67; competitor derogation scenario: Mself-promotion D 3.17, Mcompetitor derogation D
5.09).

8. In the pretest, participants were presented with a list of six candidate product categories (alco-
holic beverage, high-end fashion, radio station, website, soft drink, mobile phone) and were
asked to rate the image of each product category on a set of 10 seven-point semantic differen-
tial scales, derived from Alreck, Settle, and Belch (1982). The product category (radio station)
that received an average rating closer to the scale midpoint (M D 4.03, SD D 0.24) was
selected for inclusion in the study. The web radio category was chosen so as to be both famil-
iar and of interest to the participants; recent industry data indicate that young consumers
increasingly listen to Internet radio (Edison Research, 2014; Statista, 2015).

9. In the pretest, participants were shown nine mock ads with different pictures and then rated their
agreement with two statements regarding each ad (‘The advertisement depicts women in a ste-
reotyped manner’, ‘The advertisement shows women as decorative objects’) on a seven-point
Likert scale. The statements were generated on the basis of the previously discussed definition
of a stereotypic ad that portrays a woman in a merely decorative role. The mock ad that received
the highest rating (M D 4.84, SD D 0.75) was selected for inclusion in the study. In the pretest,
participants were asked to list their thoughts regarding each mock ad and the answers to this
open-ended question were coded into positive or negative ad-related, product-related and brand-
related thoughts. The findings indicated that they were familiar with the product category (web
radio) and that their evaluations of the brand name were generally positive. Their ad-related
thoughts regarding the focal stimulus also evidenced that it was perceived as realistic.

10. As a confound check, we inserted the mean score of the items used to assess the degree
to which participants considered the ad to portray the female model in a decorative role in
an ANCOVA as a covariate (Perdue and Summers 1986); its effect was non-significant
(F(1,59) D 1.69, p D 0.199).

11. Prior to hypothesis testing, to dismiss the possibility of general attitudes toward sex role por-
trayals in advertising influencing attitude toward the ad, we inserted the former in an
ANCOVA as a covariate (Perdue and Summers 1986); its effect was non-significant (F(1,83)
D 0.47, p D 0.495).
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Appendix 1. Scenarios � Study 1

Scenario 1 (Self-promotion)

Last night, I went to this party that my friend had been organizing for ages. The minute I walked in,
I saw that this handsome guy that was in one of my classes was also there. I don’t really know him,
but he seems smart and funny and he is so good-looking that heads turn when he passes by. He was
sitting alone, looking around and I guess that he looked a little bored. Maybe he didn’t know any of
the people there. I realized that a lot of other girls were checking him out. I knew that it wouldn’t be
long until any of them tried to attract his attention. So, I quickly made up my mind to go and talk to
him. As I was walking across the room, I kept thinking about what to say to him to set myself apart
in his eyes.

Scenario 2 (Competitor derogation)

Last night, I went to this party that my friend had been organizing for ages. I found myself standing
next to this handsome guy and soon we started talking. I realized that he was not only good-looking,
but also very smart and funny and, to be honest, I liked him a lot. We had been talking for more than
an hour when I realized I hadn’t yet got a drink, so I just went across to the bar to get one. Of course,
the bar was crowded and it took me a few minutes to get my drink. As I was walking back, I saw
him talking to this other girl, one of my classmates. She is this really annoying and unlikeable type,
all full of herself. The minute I got there, someone approached her, telling her to move her car
because it was blocking the entrance and she left in a hurry. So, I found myself again alone with the
guy thinking about what to say to him.
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Appendix 2. Ad stimulus � Studies 1 and 2

Appendix 3. Stories � Study 2

Story 1 (Neutral motivation)

Lately, I think I have trouble focusing on something for more than a few minutes. It’s not just
studying, although sometimes I can’t read more than a few sentences without my mind drifting
away or without getting up to have a snack. Thinking back, I think that sometimes I can’t watch a
whole movie without pausing. I find it hard to concentrate on anything and, because of this, I
constantly forget where I put stuff. I keep looking for my keys and last week, I was under the wrong
impression that I had lost my wallet. I went shopping in the afternoon and I took out my wallet in
order to pay. I clearly remember putting it back and then walking home, thinking about all sorts of
stuff on the way. It was not until the following morning that I saw that my wallet was not in my
handbag. I started looking everywhere, even in sock drawers. I had turned the whole apartment
upside down when I opened the fridge to get a glass of water and I saw my wallet there. I don’t
really remember how or when I put it there, and I am a little worried about this. What do you think I
should do?

Story 2 (Competitive motivation)

From the first time I saw P., I knew that he was not like other guys. We first met at a big party and
we found ourselves sitting next to each other and started talking. I could easily tell he liked me. At
some point, I got up to get a drink and when I came back, he wasn’t there. I asked my close friends
but they didn’t seem to know him. A month passed by and I was still thinking about him. During an
evening out with my friend, I saw him across the room hanging out with a group of guys and girls,
but it was too crowded and he didn’t notice me. Fortunately, a few minutes later, my friend and I
managed to move closer. But before I had a chance to say anything to him, one of the girls in his
group started dancing and flirting with him in a very obvious way. I instantly recognized her, we
were attending a couple of classes together. I asked around to find out whether they were a couple
and apparently they are not, though someone said that there might be something there. My friend
says that we should go to that place again and that I should talk to him and tell him how I feel about
him before something happens with this other girl. What do you think I should do?
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