
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Race, Gender, and New Technology Advertising 

Sydney M. Garcia, M.A. 

Mentor: Mia N. Moody-Ramirez, Ph.D. 

 

 This study investigates representations of gender and race in recent 

advertisements for technology products and services through the lens of semiotics and 

critical race and gender theories. This thesis comprises a quantitative and qualitative 

examination of 50 of the most recent commercials by the top five Fortune 500 technology 

companies. The researcher coded and quantitatively analyzed a total of 126 characters 

and qualitatively assessed commercials for symbols, stereotypes and observations about 

interactions between the characters and the technology products. Overall, the 

advertisements targeted upper-class Caucasian males and associated technology with 

power, innovation, and progress. Results of the analyses showed a significant bias toward 

the characterization of technology’s target market as Caucasian and male. Advertisers 

often characterized women according to traditional gendered stereotypes, emotional and 

sexual appeals. The implications of these findings for understanding the persistence of 

gender inequality in technology marketing and cultural beliefs surrounding gender, race, 

and technology are discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Introduction 

 

 

Advertising is unavoidable in today’s society, and advertisements are among the 

most significant social constructs simultaneously shaping and reflecting our lives. 

Encompassing all forms of media, advertising forms a looming, massively influential 

social framework. Despite differing form and content, advertising’s sheer ubiquity 

denotes its significance and thus its effectiveness as a lens through which to critically 

view culture (Williamson, 1983). 

The obvious function of advertising is to sell things to people. The underlying role 

it performs, however, is the focus of this study: the creation of structures of meaning in 

today’s mass consumer society. In order to sell products, advertisements must consider 

not only the inherent attributes of products, but also the way those properties can be made 

meaningful to consumers. Ads translate statements in terms of things into statements in 

terms of people and enable people to do the opposite. For example, diamonds have long 

been marketed by linking them to eternal love, and are now seen as signs that mean love 

and endurance. Once the sign comes to mean what it signifies, the consumer comes to 

take the object for the feeling (Williamson, 1983). Ads create connections between 

owning certain products and being a certain kind of person. In providing us with this 

structure, ads do more than sell us products: they sell us ourselves. 

Throughout history, the advancement of civilization has largely been driven by 

technology. Major periods in American history are demarcated in technological terms, 
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from the Industrial Age, Atomic Age, Jet Age, and Space Age to the present-day 

Information Age, ushered in by the Digital Revolution in the second half of the twentieth 

century (Harding, 2005). Gendered, racial, and classed values and interests have long 

permeated technological advancements. Technology is central to ideas of modernity, 

democracy, progress, and civilization, ideals which play a fundamental role in forming 

individuals’ and institutions’ identities and ideas; thus technological change is inevitably 

a hotbed for gender, class, and race struggle (Harding, 2005). 

The Information Age is characterized by the proliferation of digital technologies, 

most notably computers and the Internet, which have fundamentally altered both the lives 

of individuals and the makeup of society (Harding, 2005). Technology has increasingly 

become a determining factor in the success of businesses and economies. It has increased 

opportunities for social mobility, providing historically oppressed groups—women, 

minorities and lower-income individuals—an opportunity to take economic and social 

advancement into their own hands (Etzkowitz et al., 2010). Advertising, of course, has 

performed and continues to perform a key role in shaping and propagating technology-

related social values. 

At the dawn of the new technology era, marketers promoted new technologies as 

tools of revolutionary social change, claiming they would usher in a new era of 

globalized prosperity, connectivity, and empowerment and mitigate social inequalities 

(Dempsey, 2009). At the turn of the millennium, researchers concluded that women had 

caught up to men as consumers of technologies (Porter & Sallot, 2003) and were as likely 

as men to be portrayed as computer users during prime-time television advertising (White 

& Kinnick, 2000). However, technology advertising has since adopted narrower 
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portrayals of masculinity and femininity, cultivating an image of “maverick masculinity” 

that places technologies as the domain of an elite, white, male subculture (Dempsey, 

2009; Paek et al., 2010). These ads tend to depict men in positions of power and authority 

while women are generally cast in familial roles or lower-level corporate positions and 

are inclined to communicate sexuality and beauty (Goffman, 1979; Knupfer, 1998; 

Bolliger, 2008; Jauhiainen, 2007; An & Kim, 2007; Kearney, 2010). 

The beliefs and values of the Information Age are embedded in a complex web of 

cultural relationships, and only by close examination of the popular texts of the mass 

media can we identify and understand them. According to semiotics and the circuit of 

culture model, meaning can be found within signs in society and meaning- and identity-

making through advertising is a dynamic process. Critical gender and race theories view 

gender and race as performances of roles dictated by social constructs, rather than 

inherent biological realities. Previous studies have analyzed these aspects of technology 

marketing in print advertisements; however, commercials advertising new technology in 

recent years have not been analyzed for persistence of these gendered and racial values 

and biases. To fill this void in the literature, this study uses critical gender and race 

theories to both quantitatively and qualitatively analyze recent advertisements of 

technology products in order to explore representations of race and gender and 

underlying social meanings. Critical gender and race theories are concerned with 

stereotypes because dominant ideologies serve to reproduce social relations of 

domination and subordination. Stereotypes are of concern in communication studies 

because the media help citizens make sense of the world, especially for depictions of 

people of different backgrounds (Moody & Dates, 2013). 
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The researcher conducted a quantitative pilot study to determine major symbols 

and frequencies of gender and race stereotyping in recent technology commercials from a 

sample of 50 recent commercials by the five leading American technology companies 

from the Fortune 500 listing: Apple, Hewlett-Packard, Verizon, Microsoft, and Intel. A 

qualitative analysis then offers details on the characters in the commercials and their 

relationships with both technology and other characters in the ads, allowing for a deeper 

analysis of the messages, symbols and stereotypes relating to race and gender. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Review of the Literature 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

This study uses four overarching theories to guide this analysis: semiotics, the 

circuit of culture, and critical gender and race theories. Semiotics was developed as an 

approach to media theory in the late 1960s to understand what Saussure (1916) called 

“the life of signs within society” as information and communication technologies came to 

carry new forms of social interaction (Jensen, 1995). The research method involves the 

study of media as a system of signs that construct meaning in cultural discourse. This 

understanding of media as sources of meaning calls for a departure from content analysis 

and a reorientation toward the study of the ways in which communication and its effects 

are mediated in discourse. One must reformulate the question of effects to account for 

broader issues concerning both the role of media in the production and circulation of 

meaning in society and the activity of audiences in that process. The question, then, is not 

only what media do to audiences, but also how media and audiences interact as agents of 

the life of signs in society (Jensen, 1995). 

Carey (1975) proposed a model of communication as ritual, or as a cultural form. 

He describes communication as a synergistic, nonlinear, dynamic process. The ritual 

view “is not directed towards the extension of messages in space, but the maintenance of 

society in time; not the act of imparting information but the representation of shared 

beliefs” (Carey, 1975, p. 8). This study considers advertisements forms of ritual 

communication and employs semiotics, the circuit of culture (du Gay et al., 1997), gender 
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theories, and critical race theory as frameworks to analyze technology advertisements as 

representations of shared social beliefs regarding race, gender and identity. 

 

Semiotics: How Advertisements Create Meaning 

 

We can only understand what advertisements mean by analyzing the way in 

which they work. Williamson (1983) proposed a framework for understanding the ways 

ideology and meaning are created within ads, consisting of signs, interpellation, 

totemism, and identification. 

What an ad “says” is only what it claims to say; however, meaning can be found 

not only in the content of ads, but in their form. Williamson (1983) explains that form 

and content are inseparable. She uses “signifier” and “signified” in place of these terms, 

explaining that “this is not a simple replacement, an updating of terms, but involves a 

total reversal of emphasis. Signifiers are things, while form is invisible; signifieds are 

ideas, while content implies materiality […] they are bound together in the sign, which is 

their totality” (Williamson, 1983, p. 17-18). Our unconscious linking of products, images, 

and emotions produces the meaning of ads. Ads draw on existing referent systems—

shared cultural codes, systems of signs, and conceptual maps—to construct their 

meaning, and we in turn draw on these systems to interpret ads and create their meanings 

for ourselves (Williamson, 1983). 

Interpellation, or appellation, is the process through which the reader is created by 

an ad, or the way an ad targets its audience (Williamson, 1983). Marxist philosopher 

Louis Althusser first defined interpellation: “ideology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a way 

that it ‘recruits’ subjects among the individuals (it recruits them all), or ‘transforms’ the 

individuals into subjects (it transforms them all) by that very precise operation which I 
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have called interpellation or hailing, and which can be imagined along the lines of […] 

hailing: ‘Hey, you there!’” (Althusser, 1969, p. 174). Williamson (1983) describes the 

way interpellation is used in advertising: “every ad necessarily assumes a particular 

spectator: it projects into the space out in front of it an imaginary person composed in 

terms of the relationship between the elements within the ad. You move into this space as 

you look at the ad, and in doing so ‘become’ the spectator” (Williamson, 1983, p. 50-51). 

When an ad hails us as its audience, we exchange ourselves with the subject position 

created by the ad. 

Seemingly paradoxically, ads aim to turn a mass of individuals into ideological 

subjects by addressing them as unique and individual agents who freely choose. 

Williamson (1983) terms this formation of social groups “totemism.” Having been 

signified as different, products then become signifiers of difference. Just as ads 

differentiate between their product and others like it, they create social differentiation 

between people, encouraging us to align ourselves with and differentiate ourselves from 

others based on what we buy. Ads invite us to think about society in terms of individual 

consumption instead of in relation to the social processes of production. 

Finally, the ad offers its subject a mirror image with which to identify, 

constructed of various signifiers. This image becomes a symbol through which the 

subject can experience an illusion of sameness. We desire to be this image because we 

lack something it proclaims to have. Ads actively construct lack as they simultaneously 

create our desires and promise their fulfillment (Williamson, 1983). 
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Ads give use-values humanly symbolic exchange-values. Once these links are 

formed, we begin to skip the “translation” phase altogether, instead simply “taking the 

sign for what it signifies, the thing for the feeling” (Williamson, 1983, p. 12). 

 

Circuit of Culture: Advertising and Identity 

 

In society, distinctions between people are created by their roles in the process of 

production (Marx, 1859). Through advertising, however, real class distinctions are 

replaced by distinctions based on the consumption of particular goods. Instead of being 

identified by what they produce, people are made to identify themselves with what they 

consume, and are made to believe they can rise or fall in society by means of what they 

are able to buy (Williamson, 1983).  

To describe the way meaning is transferred from the process of production to 

consumption, du Gay et al. developed the circuit of culture model, a departure from the 

unidirectional and deterministic production vs. consumption model. The circuit of culture 

contends that cultural forms pass through a circuit of five moments that work together to 

provide a shared cultural space in which meaning is created, shaped, modified, and 

recreated. To understand their cultural significance, one must consider all five moments 

and their articulation, or the process where connections between these moments form 

meaningful unities (du Gay et al., 1997). 

The circuit is made up of representation (how signs are used to present a 

meaningful concept), production (how the product comes to be), consumption (how the 

product is used and what meaning people give to it when they use it), identity (once 

meaning is constructed, how the product is used to construct individual and group 

identity), and regulation (how the product fits with the norms and values of society). 
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There is no beginning or end to the circuit; the moments work synergistically to create 

meaning (du Gay et al., 1997). 

The circuit of culture provides a useful framework to consider the integration of 

technology into culture. Considering advertising from the semiotic standpoint allows us 

to place it within the “representation” realm of the circuit of culture. We can then see that 

the presentation of meaning- and identity-making through advertising is a dynamic 

process, rather than a unidirectional one. The struggle between different sets of meanings 

reflects the play of power and resistance to power in society (du Gay et al., 1997). In 

order to understand this dynamic within technology advertising, we must build upon the 

established framework by considering the way gender is constructed and represented both 

in society and in advertising. 

 

Gender Theories 

 

Gender-related research places gender issues at the center of analysis to explore 

notions of power (Krolokke & Sorensen, 2006). Kamler (1999) defined “gender” as fluid, 

negotiable, and complex. Media function ideologically to reflect, reinforce, and mediate 

existing power relations and ideas about how gender is and should be lived (Enriques, 

2001). 

The treatment of gender in this study is informed by Goffman’s (1977) theory on 

gender display and West and Zimmerman’s (1987) concept of “doing gender.” These 

theories assert that gender a social construct, rather than innate categories based on 

biology. “Doing” or performing gender is both socially constructed and learned, so 

individuals look to examples to construct attitudes about femininity and masculinity 

(West & Zimmerman, 1987). Adopting this view from the standpoint of Carey’s (1975) 
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ritual communication model and Williamson’s (1983) idea of the creation of meaning 

through ads, it is possible to study how gender is socially conceived by studying the ways 

in which it is displayed in ads. 

Goffman (1977) states that society generally believes in individuals’ natural 

tendency to express gender according to biology, and biological determinism asserts that 

men and women are genetically different and thus act according to their “nature” (West 

& Zimmerman, 1987). This gives rise to the expressions and stereotypes dichotomized 

into what is traditionally understood as femininity and masculinity. Both Goffman and 

West and Zimmerman instead approach gender as a purposeful display, ascribed socially 

and not biologically. It is through the repetition of actions and behaviors that the 

attributes of femininity and masculinity are instilled and reinforced in society and 

individuals, and society regulates gender portrayal by approving or admonishing certain 

behaviors (Goffman, 1977; West & Zimmerman, 1987). 

Goffman contends that the characterization of individuals by gender serves a 

purpose in the structuring of society by governing character, behavior, and expected 

actions in social scenarios. Gestures, etiquette, communication, and disposition manage 

social interaction and help build the framework of the larger social structure (Goffman, 

1977). West and Zimmerman (1987) similarly view gender as an achievement 

accomplished through constant interaction and performance. 

Gender may be considered a performance where individuals model appropriate 

behavior and reproduce gender attributes or stereotypes (Goffman, 1977; West & 

Zimmerman, 1987). This social constructionist perspective considers what is seen to be 

natural or real as solely founded on societal beliefs. What the nature of males and females 
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really consists of, then, is the capacity to learn to provide and read depictions of 

masculinity and femininity, and a willingness to adhere to these depictions—a capacity 

that comes not from being male or female, but from being human (Goffman, 1979). 

Differences in gender portrayals, therefore, simultaneously express shared cultural beliefs 

and values and perpetuate gender inequalities. 

Critical Race Theory 

 

Critical race theory originated in legal scholarship in the 1960s as a criticism of 

race and racism in legal thought, and has been expanded upon by activists and academics 

to understand how society organizes itself along racial lines and hierarchies. The theory 

built on feminism’s insights into the relationship between power and the construction of 

social roles, as well as the largely invisible collection of patterns and habits that make up 

patriarchy and other types of domination (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). 

Much like gender, race is a product of social thought and relations and is not 

objective, inherent, or fixed. Race is not a biological reality, but categories that society 

invents, manipulates, or retires when convenient. People with common origins share 

certain physical traits such as skin color, but these constitute a very small portion of their 

genetic makeup and have little or nothing to do with personality, intelligence, and moral 

behavior. Society chooses to ignore these scientific truths and creates races, endowing 

them with certain characteristics (Omi & Winant, 1986; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). 

According to critical race theory, racism is ordinary, or found in the usual way 

society does business and common, everyday experiences. The idea of interest 

convergence, or material determinism, advances the idea that the system of white-over-

color advances the interests of whites, so large segments of society have little incentive to 
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do away with it. The idea of differential racialization concerns the way the dominant 

society racializes different minority groups at different times in response to shifting needs 

such as the labor market, cultivating certain groups for certain industries. Popular images 

and stereotypes of various minority groups shift over time as well in response to national 

and global current events (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). 

The ideas of intersectionality and antiessentialism conceive that no person has a 

single, easily stated, unitary identity. A person of a certain gender and race may also 

identify with various religious, political, sexual, and class roles. Some identify with 

multiple racial or ethnic identities. Everyone has overlapping, potentially conflicting 

identities and allegiances (Omi & Winant, 1986; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). 

Just as the idea of “doing gender” conceives of gender as both an outcome of and 

a rationale for various social arrangements, race can be seen as socially constructed. 

Gender, race, and class are all mechanisms for producing social difference and inequality; 

therefore, they must be considered simultaneously to conceptualize difference as an 

ongoing, interactional accomplishment and to reveal the mechanisms by which power is 

exercised and inequality is produced (West & Fenstermaker, 1995). 

Portrayals of Race and Gender in Advertising 

 

In his research on the portrayal of gender in advertising, Goffman (1979) views 

advertisements as ceremonies (similarly to Carey, 1975), social settings that work both to 

affirm social arrangements and to present ultimate doctrines about man and the world. 

Ads are designed to catch a wide audience—an aggregate of individuals unconnected to 

each other by social relationship or interaction, but falling within the same market, or the 

same “outreaches of appeal” (Goffman, 1979, p. 10). In the same way society infuses 
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social situations with ceremonial and ritual signs that orient our relationships to one 

another, advertisers “hyper-ritualize” institutionalized social arrangements to create 

lifelike scenes that standardize, exaggerate, and simplify to portray an “ideal” conception 

of these relationships (Goffman, 1979, p. 84). As the goal of advertising is to favorably 

dispose people to a product, advertisers are inclined to utilize scenes and characters that 

are stereotypically identified with a particular kind of activity by the widest range of 

viewers. In order to ensure instantaneous recognizability, they select positive, approved 

typifications, “so that what we see are idealized characters using ideal facilities to realize 

ideal ends—while, of course, microecologically arranged to index ideal relationships” 

(Goffman, 1979, p. 26). 

The human use of displays in advertisements is complicated, however, by the 

human capacity for reframing behavior. Expression is not instinctive, but socially learned 

and patterned. Advertisements do not necessarily depict how men and women actually 

behave, but how we think men and women behave. By interpellating us as readers as the 

subjects of these ads (see Williamson, 1983), this depiction convinces us that this is how 

men and women actually are in relation to themselves and each other (Goffman, 1979). 

The fact that these depictions of gender displays are generally perceived as normal and 

natural is significant in itself. 

Goffman (1979) cited various patterns of portrayals of men and women in print 

advertisements that, taken together, embody the cultural values of gender. These patterns 

include relative size (the figure with greater social weight, generally the man, is depicted 

as relatively larger) and the feminine touch (women are pictured using their fingers and 

hands to trace, cradle or caress an object, a ritualistic form of touching distinguishable 
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from the utilitarian kind that grasps, manipulates, or holds). Patterns in the ways men and 

women interacted included function ranking (men are depicted in a more executive 

occupational or social role), portrayal of stereotypical family roles (portrayals of women 

are often linked with children), subordination (depictions of women in subordinate 

postures or placed in physically lower positions), and licensed withdrawal (women 

psychologically removed from the social situation through portrayals of fear, shyness, or 

head/eye aversion) (Goffman, 1979). Generally, characteristics such as frailty, sexual 

attractiveness, and a life focused around household duties are linked to femininity, while 

men are characterized by traits of authority and power. Subsequent research has 

confirmed that these characterizations persist in new technology marketing patterns. 

Traditional gendered approaches to marketing of older technologies, such as cars 

and televisions, are transferred to new technologies by advertisers. Traditionally, 

women’s primary relation with cars in advertisements has been as a sexualized icon 

(Dempsey, 2009). This belief associating men with technology persists in new 

technology marketing. The common traits associated with men in technology 

advertisements are strength, power, aggressiveness, competence, and success (Bolliger, 

2008); corporate business, rebellion, and empowerment (Dempsey, 2009); achievement, 

heroism, assertiveness, and material success (An & Kim, 2007). Scholars have linked 

femininity with supportiveness, submissiveness, warmth, and nurturance (Bolliger, 

2008), and ads often present women in traditional roles involved with the home, family, 

and children (Jauhiainen, 2007). Other common feminine characteristics discovered in 

past studies of technology marketing include emotionality (Knupfer, 1998), modesty, 

frailty, and a connection with the color pink (Kearney, 2010). Ads depict men as 
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confident computer users, while women are largely included as decorations or sexualized 

symbols (Knupfer, 1998). 

The frail, decorative woman as portrayed in these advertisements is a stark 

comparison to the portrayal of the confident, competent man who embodies the values of 

technology in a white, elite male domain (Bolliger, 2008; Dempsey, 2009). The actions 

of women and the decisions they make are portrayed as relatively unimportant (Etzkowitz 

et al., 2010). Ads generally depict men in high-status occupational roles, while women 

are either shown as seemingly without a career or in lower-level jobs, such as clerical 

work, which often support the higher-level jobs of men (Knupfer, 1998). Women and the 

technology-related products and occupations with which they are identified are 

marginalized. It is unsurprising, then, that stereotypes portray women as predominantly 

caring about technology’s user-friendliness, simplicity, and physical appearance. While 

ads link masculine values with advertising appeals of effectiveness, convenience, and 

productivity, feminine values are linked with emotional, relationship, delicacy, and 

modesty appeals. 

Past studies have found that people of color have largely been neglected in 

technology advertisements. Advertisers’ placement of technologies as the domain of an 

elite, white, male subculture (Dempsey, 2009) has caused people of color to be treated as 

fringe audiences outside of technology’s target market. Much like women, ethnic 

minorities have largely been treated as decorative symbols rather than primary characters 

in technology ads (Dempsey, 2009; Etzkowitz et al., 2010; Paek et al., 2010). 
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Race, Gender and Technology 

Race/ethnicity, class, and gender cannot be viewed as separate social categories 

but exist and are experienced simultaneously (West & Fenstermaker, 1995; Omi & 

Winant, 1986; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Therefore, scholars must examine the 

intersection of race, class, and gender in readings of media texts. Similarly to the 

portrayals of women in media as dependent, submissive, and low-intelligence, literature 

shows that portrayals of non-whites and low-income individuals are often associated with 

negative traits and behaviors such as laziness, low intelligence, unruliness, dependency 

on others, and lewdness (Goffman, 1977). 

Meanwhile, technology aligns with the values of progress, competency, business, 

and money (Harding, 2005). The traits commonly assigned to women and non-whites are 

the exact opposite of these values, while society regards white, upper-class men as 

inherently possessing the necessary characteristics to be considered technology’s target 

market. Displays of the relationship between race, gender and technology in ads can be 

viewed as an expression of the socially considered “inherent” natures of different types of 

individuals toward technology. 

It is apparent that technology is generally socially regarded as the domain of the 

white, upper-middle and upper class male. Studies have shown a gender gap in 

technology adoption, self-assessment, education, and occupation (Etzkowitz et al., 2010). 

Men are more often early adopters of technology, while women tend to be laggards 

(Bolliger, 2008). However, according to Pew Research (2014), 86 percent of American 

women and 87 percent of American men now use the Internet and 8 percent more women 

than men constitute users of social media sites (Duggan, 2013). There is little difference 
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between percentages of Caucasian, African-American and Hispanic Internet users (85, 81 

and 83 percent, respectively) (Pew Research, 2014). The findings from the previously 

cited studies on technology marketing trends indicate that marketers have not adapted to 

these changes, though, and technology advertisements increasingly distort reality. 

Need for this Study 

Past studies of semiotics, race, gender, and technology in the media have largely 

focused on print advertisements (e.g. Paek et al., 2010; Dempsey, 2009). Researchers 

have also largely neglected to study portrayals of race and class in technology 

advertisements. This study fills these gaps in the literature by providing a current 

quantitative and qualitative analysis of representation of race and gender in technology 

advertisements. 

The previously cited statistics on users of new technologies confirm real changes 

from the past association of white males as the primary technology market. Still, it 

appears that the representation of technology as a white, elite male domain has persisted 

in advertising. This study maintains that advertisements are a primary text from which to 

examine the performance of gender and race; therefore, the findings of this study will 

provide insight into the current representation of the relationship between gender, race, 

and technology. 

Research Questions 

RQ1a: Do technology advertisements portray men and women differently? 

RQ1b: If so, how are they portrayed differently? 

RQ2a: Do technology advertisements portray different races/ethnicities differently? 

RQ2b: If so, how are they portrayed differently? 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology 

 

Sample Selection and Coding Process 

 

Quantitative 

 

The researcher first conducted a quantitative pilot study to determine major 

themes, symbols, and frequencies of gender and race stereotyping in recent technology 

commercials (Knupfer, 1998; Bolliger, 2008; Jauhiainen, 2007; An & Kim, 2007). A 

sample of the five leading American technology companies was selected from the 2014 

Fortune 500 listing. These companies include Apple, Hewlett-Packard, AT&T, Verizon, 

and Microsoft. These criteria were selected because these companies are the largest and 

most successful in America, have widespread customer bases, and their advertising 

reaches a very wide range of viewers. The 10 most recent commercials from each 

company were collected from online ad archives hosted by iSpot and YouTube for a total 

sample size of 50. Through a quantitative content analysis, the researcher coded each 

character in the commercials for patterns of race and gender portrayal using a set of 

mutually exclusive coding categories. The 12 coding categories used were gender, age, 

race/ethnicity, setting, technology competency, product handling, reason for product use, 

character role, familial role, occupational role, advertising appeal, and sex of the 

voiceover. These categories are derived from Goffman’s (1979) study on the display of 

gender and the findings of the studies of technology marketing cited previously. 
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Race was categorized as White/Caucasian, Black/African-American, Hispanic, 

Asian, or other, determined by the researcher based on the characters’ skin tone 

(Dempsey, 2009). Character role was divided into three separate categories: primary or 

supporting character (Goffman, 1979; Knupfer, 1998), familial role (Jauhiainen, 2007), 

and occupational role (Bolliger, 2008; Dempsey, 2009; Knupfer, 1998), determined by 

signifiers within the ad, including dress and relations to other characters. Technology 

competency, product handling, and reason for use were determined by characters’ 

interactions with technology, including the ways they physically handled and spoke about 

products. Marketing appeal was categorized as effectiveness/convenience/productivity 

(Bolliger, 2008; Dempsey, 2009; An & Kim, 2007), emotional/relationship (Knupfer, 

1998), or sexual appeal (Goffman, 1979; Knupfer, 1998). Commercials that used 

depictions of people accomplishing tasks more quickly or easily with the help of 

technology or promoted product features as the main selling point of the ad were coded 

as effectiveness/convenience/productivity, ads that used appeals based on emotion or 

relationships with other people were coded as emotional/relationship, and ads that tied 

sexual images to products were coded as utilizing sexual appeals. The researcher 

determined these appeals on the basis of signs and imagery within the ads. 

Qualitative 

The qualitative analysis focuses on the characters’ relationships with technology 

and other characters in the ads, the dynamics of which cannot be fully captured through 

quantitative coding alone. This portion of the coding utilized an open coding technique, 

and considered possible categories relating to theme, form, and stereotypes based on 

previous research and theories concerning gender representation. Theme and tone were
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assessed by directing attention to various subtleties of the ad including camera angles, 

color schemes, screen time, communication styles and key words or phrases. 

Qualitatively assessing the data allowed for a deeper analysis of messages and themes 

related to race and gender portrayals and allowed more connections to be made between 

this study and the previous research and existing theories discussed previously. 

 

Analytic Strategy 

 

The researcher first quantitatively analyzed the data using frequencies, cross-

tabulations, and chi-square tests. The frequency distributions revealed common attributes 

and characteristics of the characters in the ads, including gender, race/ethnicity, setting, 

and occupational roles. Cross-tabulations were employed to analyze relationships 

between gender and race and the other variables. Finally, chi-square tests were utilized to 

test for statistically significant relationships between the independent variables of gender 

and race and the dependent variables. For the qualitative portion, open-ended written 

responses to the ads were analyzed for patterns, including generalizations of the 

characteristics of technology and representations of race and gender by characters across 

the sample. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Findings 

Quantitative 

A total of 126 characters were coded from the sample. A frequency analysis 

revealed that male characters appeared significantly more than females, with 79 male and 

47 female characters appearing in the ads. The number of male voice-overs was also 

substantially greater than the number of female voice-overs, with 79% of the voice-overs 

performed by males. Figure 1 illustrates this difference. 

Figure 1. Number of Characters and Voiceovers by Gender 

67% of the characters coded were identified as White/Caucasian. Black/African-

American characters made up the next largest category at 20%, followed by Asian 
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characters at 7%. Hispanics made the fewest appearances in the ads, making up only 1%. 

6% of characters’ racial classification could not be coded, usually because they were not 

visible enough on the screen to be identified. Figure 2 illustrates this distribution. 

Figure 2. Representation of Race/Ethnicity 

91% of characters portrayed in the sample were adults. 5% were clearly 

identifiable at young adults/teenagers, while 3% were children and 1% was identified as 

elderly. Most of the ads took place in outdoor/sports-related settings (21%), followed by 

retail settings (17%), in the home (15%), work/business (13%), creative spaces (13%), 

travel (3%), and in schools (2%). Setting was unclear in 15% of the sample. 

71% of characters were portrayed as expert/adequate users of technology. 9% 

were portrayed as confused/incompetent regarding technology products. 20% of 

characters’ technology competency was unknown because they did not discuss or interact 

with technology in the ads. The majority of the characters in the sample were pictured 

White/Caucasian Black/African-American Hispanic Asian Other/Unknown
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using technology products or services for problem solving/educational purposes (24%), 

for work/school (22%), to be creative (16%), for entertainment (12%), and 

networking/socializing (6%). The other 21% of ads did not indicate clear reasons for 

characters’ technology use. 

The majority of ads (88%) did not contain signifiers of characters’ familial roles. 

The ads indicated that 11% of characters were parents, while 1% were clearly single and 

without children. None of the ads in the sample indicated whether characters who were 

not portrayed as parents were married. Most of the ads also did not indicate characters’ 

occupational role (66%); however, 27% of characters were categorized in high-level 

occupational roles, while 6% were characterized in low-level/supportive positions. 83% 

of characters were associated with advertising appeals of effectiveness, convenience, or 

productivity. 12% used emotional or relationship appeals and 3% were associated with 

sexual appeals. 

A test of chi-square revealed significant associations between characters’ gender 

and product handling, χ2 (6, N=126) = 13.14, p < .05. Cross-tabulation showed that men 

were more likely to handle technology products in a utilitarian manner and did so 63% of 

the time, while women did so only 38% of the time. Additionally, 15% of female 

characters and only 1% of male characters in the sample employed the ritualistic touch. 

Table 1. Distribution of Product Handling by Gender 

Gender Utilitarian Ritualistic Observing Not used 

Male 50 1 10 18 

Female 18 7 9 13 

Total 68 8 19 31 

N=126 χ2=13.14 df=6 p-value=0.04 p < .05 
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There was also a significant association between gender and occupational role, χ2 

(4, N=126) = 12.85, p < .05. 79% of the characters portrayed in a clearly identifiable 

high-level occupational role were male. Meanwhile, 88% of the characters cast in a low-

level/supportive role were female. 

 

Table 2. Distribution of Occupational Role by Gender 

 

Gender High-level Low-level Unknown 

Male 27 1 50 

Female 7 7 33 

Total 34 8 83 

   N=126 χ2=12.85 df=4 p-value=0.01 p < .05 

 

 

A separate chi-square test revealed a significant relationship between the 

identifiable race of the characters and setting, χ2 (28, N=126) = 66.04, p < .05. White 

characters were most often depicted in outdoor/sports-related (21.43%), retail (19.05%), 

or work/business (15.48%) settings. Black and Asian characters were most often 

presented in creative settings (20% and 22.22%, respectively). The only Hispanics 

character coded from the sample was portrayed in a school setting. 

 

Table 3. Distribution of Setting by Race/Ethnicity 

 

Race Home Retail Work Travel School Creative Outdoors Other 

White 12 16 13 4 0 9 18 12 

Black 3 4 3  0 0 5 4 6 

Hispanic 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

Asian 1 1 1 0 1 2 3 0 

Unknown 3 0 0 0 1 0 2 1 

Total 19 21 17 4 3 16 27 19 

N=126 χ2=66.04 df=28 p-value=0.01 p < .05 

 

There was a significant relationship between race and occupational role, χ2 (8, 

N=126) = 22.79, p < .05. A majority of White and Asian characters were shown in 
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identifiable high-level occupational roles, Hispanics in low-level roles, and Black 

characters’ occupational role was generally unidentifiable. 

Table 4. Distribution of Occupational Role by Race/Ethnicity 

Race High-level Low-level Unknown 

White 24 6 54 

Black 5 1 19 

Hispanic 0 1 0 

Asian 1 1 1 

Unknown 0 0 6 

Total 34 8 83 

   N=126 χ2=22.79 df=8 p-value=0.01 p < .05 

Lastly, the test confirmed a statistical relationship between race and advertising 

appeal, χ2 (12, N=126) = 25.49, p < .05. White characters were linked with 70% of 

effectiveness, convenience, and productivity appeals, while emotional and relationship 

appeals were equally likely to be associated with white or black characters. All ads that 

employed sexual appeals were associated with white, female characters. 

Table 5. Distribution of Advertising Appeal by Race/Ethnicity 

Race Effectiveness/ 

Convenience/ 

Productivity 

Emotional/ 

Relationship 

Sexual Unclear 

White 74 5 4 1 

Black 20 5 0 0 

Hispanic 0 1 0 0 

Asian 7 1 0 1 

Unknown 4 3 0 0 

Total 105 15 4 2 

N=126 χ2=25.49 df=12 p-value=0.01 p < .05 

 A final chi-square test revealed a statistically significant relationship between the 

sex of the voiceover and advertising appeal, χ2 (3, N=126) = 11.63, p < .05. A male 



 

voiceover was found to be associated with effectiveness, convenience, and productivity 

appeals in 84% of cases, while a female voiceover was linked with emotional and 

relationship appeals in 53% of the sample. 

 

Table 6. Distribution of Advertising Appeal by Sex of the Voiceover

 

Voiceover Effectiveness/ 

Convenience/ 

Productivity 

Emotional/ 

Relationship 

Sexual Unclear 

Male 88 7 3 2 

Female 17 8 1 0 

Total 105 15 4 2 

N=126 χ2=11.63 df=6 p-value=0.01 p < .05 

 

There were no significant statistical relationships found between gender or race 

and the variables of age, reason for use, technology competency, character role, or 

familial role. However, the portrayals of these variables in the commercials still reveal 

some insight into portrayals of gender and race, and are thus considered significant in the 

qualitative portion of the analysis. 

Qualitative 

 

Characteristics of Technology 

 

A qualitative analysis of the sample revealed several general characteristics 

attributed to technology, regardless of gender, race/ethnicity, or any other variable. These 

attributes include power, creativity, speed, progress, and sociality. 

The ads make various connections to power. A Verizon commercial in the sample 

proclaims “Don’t just dream of being a hero, make it happen!” (“Hero Fantasy,” Verizon, 

2014), associating the possession of technology products with a heroic act. An HP 

commercial impresses upon its viewers the importance of using technology to stay ahead 
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of the competition, declaring, “Make it matter!” (“Helping Prevent Cyber Attacks 

Worldwide,” HP, 2014). Verizon gets straight to this point in its tagline for a campaign 

touting the benefits of its network in late 2013 with the simple, “That’s powerful.” 

(“Reality Check,” Verizon, 2013). 

Technology is promoted as a tool or outlet for creativity. Apple, HP, Verizon, and 

Microsoft ads all portray various creative personalities, including filmmakers, composers, 

musicians, and writers, using their products for creative purposes. The voiceover of an 

Apple campaign instills this attribute as a responsibility of technology users by quoting 

Walt Whitman: “The powerful play goes on and you may contribute a verse. What will 

your verse be?” (“Light Verse,” Apple, 2014; “Sound Verse,” Apple, 2014). 

Technology is also valued for its speed. Common techniques in advertising a 

device or service’s speed by all companies included upbeat music, vibrant colors, quick 

successions of camera shots or montages, and rapid movement of characters. Some ads 

depicted street interviews with customers who claimed to choose their network because it 

was the fastest and allowed them to keep up with or move faster than others (“Reality 

Check,” Verizon, 2014). 

The progressive value of technology is emphasized by characterizing it as smart, 

functional, and advanced. Technology is often promoted on the basis of being the newest 

trend or product. One ad focuses on the user’s disregard for an old device as he trades it 

in for the latest model (“Trade In,” Verizon, 2014). Another shows an employee 

receiving a promotion immediately upon making the decision to select the newest service 

plan for his company (“Accountants,” AT&T, 2014). 
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Technology is advertised as a tool for socialization that allows users to be 

connected with one another. A majority of the ads in the sample reference social media, 

use of technology products by groups or in social settings, or personal or business 

connectivity are referenced in some way. This characteristic is closely tied to the 

previously discussed values of power, creativity, speed, and progress. These 

characterizations can be applied both to technology itself and to the characters that use it. 

Users are allowed to become more empowered, be more creative, move faster, and 

become and remain socially connected through technology. 

 

Gender Representation 

 
Male and female characters, of course, also hold gender-specific characteristics. 

The major differences between portrayals of men and women are in their attitudes toward 

technology, interaction with technology, and occupational roles. Characters’ feelings and 

approach toward technology are inferred through facial expressions, behavior, and 

comments. Interaction with technology considers the manner in which the character 

physically handles technology. Occupational role refers to the status of the career role in 

which the character is cast, and can be determined by signifiers such as dress, interaction 

with other characters, and comments. 

Women tend to express emotions openly in the ads. They are shown smiling more 

often than men, even while they are only using their devices and not interacting with 

others. Women are often shown using technology in a playful manner, often chatting with 

friends, giggling, acting coy, or playfully ducking away from the screen (Apple, 2014; 

Verizon, 2014). The ads tend to portray women’s attitude toward technology as one of 

wonder and delight. 
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Women are shown physically handling devices more gingerly than men. Their 

touch is distinct from the more utilitarian male touch. Touch is closely related to the 

sexualization of women in the ads. In an ad for the HP Split x2, the main character is an 

animated (male) Beats speaker. A woman in tight clothes struts, like a runway model, 

into the frame. Her face is only shown for a few seconds, the camera focusing on her 

body for most of the ad. The speaker talks suggestively as he walks around the laptop and 

looks up at the woman. “Girl, we can make some beautiful music together,” he says. The 

woman removes the screen of the device from the keyboard. The speaker gasps, “She just 

took her top off!” The woman video chats with another woman while the speaker states, 

“What more can a man ask for?” (“HP Split x2 with Beats Audio,” HP, 2013). The ad 

leaves the viewer unsure if he is speaking to the woman or the device; however, by 

linking these traits with the product, the ad is effectively gendering the device female and 

sexualizing its properties, seemingly for the sake of male enjoyment. Figure 1 shows a 

screenshot from this ad. Another similar HP commercial features an animated female 

Beats speaker alongside a young woman sitting on her bed. Clad in a pink tank top and 

shorts, the woman rubs her hands along her body, presumably applying lotion, as the 

speaker exclaims, “You are doing it girl! All sleek and slender.” The speaker then notices 

the Beats logo and goes on, “So, you sound just as good as you look? Sexy!” (“HP 

Pavilion x2 with Beats Audio,” HP, 2013). 
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Figure 3. Screenshot from “HP Split x2 with Beats Audio” 

 

The ads often show women as seemingly without a career or in lower-level jobs, 

such as retail, rather than high-level corporate positions. Those who are portrayed in 

higher-level positions are characterized according to common stereotypes of corporate 

women. In one ad, a group of four female businesswomen are shown in an AT&T retail 

store, conversing with a store employee about details of a network plan. The women are 

all dressed in matching monogrammed blazers with different pastel-colored button-down 

shirts underneath. They all sport similar professional hairstyles and adopt the same sassy 

stances on-cue, crossing their arms and shifting their weight to one hip, smiling politely 

as they whisper to each other, deliberating on the best course of action (“Professional 

Women, AT&T, 2014). The actions and decisions of women are portrayed as relatively 

unimportant, and they are stereotyped as predominantly caring about technology’s user-

friendliness, simplicity, and physical appearance. 
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Figure 4. Screenshot from “Professional Women” 

The prevailing attitude expressed by men, on the other hand, is that of confidence. 

Men exude confidence in their mannerisms, such as their walk, smug facial expression, 

and authoritative tone of voice. Men do not appear particularly impressed by others’ use 

of technology or generally show a wide range of emotion, with the exception of 

displaying jealousy over others’ devices. Men physically handle devices in a more 

assertive and aggressive manner than women do. They manipulate the devices quickly 

and are constantly moving. This interaction with technology demonstrates a degree of 

control. When men and women appear together in ads, men are more often shown as the 

one actually using the technology. 
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Representation of Race 

77.7% of Americans in the actual population identify as White, 13.2% as Black, 

5.3% as Asian, and 17.1% as Hispanic (US Census Bureau, 2013). Blacks were 

overrepresented in the sample at 20%, while Hispanics were vastly underrepresented at 

1%. While ads featuring Black/African-American characters portrayed the characters 

similarly to characters of other races, there were some notable differences. Black men 

were shown more often than White men in the background with non-speaking roles. 

Overall, White men were portrayed as more technologically competent. In one ad, a 

White male character explains his device’s services and how to use them to a Black male 

character beside him. The White character’s expression is smug while the Black character 

appears to be delighted by and in awe of the technology (“Hero Fantasy,” Verizon, 2014). 

In another ad, two technicians, one White and one Asian, are on their way to implement a 

new network when they are pulled over by a Black policeman. When the policeman 

questions them about where they are going at such a great speed, the technicians are 

unfazed, acting aloof and superior as they explain their mission and ask the cop to season 

their burritos with his pepper spray. The Black character is authoritative, but appears to 

be confused by the technical talk and impressed by the other characters’ roles regarding 

technology (“Pulled Over,” AT&T, 2014). The only ad with a Hispanic character 

presented a Hispanic woman as an elementary school teacher, a role closely affiliated 

with the nurturing, emotional female stereotype. The ads portrayed Asians in business or 

engineering roles or creative fields. 
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Discussion 

The findings reveal that many of the conventional perspectives and beliefs 

regarding race, gender, and technology persist in technology advertisements today. This 

research establishes that Caucasian male characters are highly represented in technology 

advertisements. These ads also maintain some of the socially constructed traditional roles 

and characteristics of men and women. Technology itself is portrayed as possessing the 

qualities of power, creativity, speed, progressiveness, and social connectivity. 

Interactions, or lack thereof, form connections between the characters and these 

characteristics. Those who use technology are often depicted as being empowered, 

progressive, and connected. Harding (2005) stated that technology is central to ideas of 

modernity, democracy, progress, and civilization, and aligns with the values of progress, 

competency, business, and money. Displays of the relationship between race, gender and 

technology in ads can therefore be viewed as expressions of the socially considered 

“inherent” natures of different types of individuals toward technology. 

Physical ability is tied to power, speed, and strength. The advertisements illustrate 

this aspect of masculinity in males’ quick and utilitarian manipulation of devices, while 

females use a more gentle and careful touch. They interact playfully with technology, 

often displaying subordination through what Goffman (1979) termed “licensed 

withdrawal” and averting their heads or eyes from the devices with which they interact on 

screen. Consistent with Knupfer’s (1998) findings, women depict emotions more readily 

than men in the advertisements and often approach technology with amazement. They 

continue to be largely portrayed in low-level occupational roles or without a career (see 

Knupfer, 1998; Etzkowitz, 2010). Those women who are portrayed in high-level jobs are 
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characterized according to stereotypes, downplaying any sense of power in favor of a 

lighthearted, joking mood. Men are shown to be confident and in control. They are 

understood to be the providers of these products and services and are often portrayed as 

the ones using them in the presence of others. Male users continue to be characterized as 

natural expert users of technology (see Bolliger, 2008; Dempsey, 2009; An & Kim, 2007; 

Knupfer, 1998). The overt links of sexual appeals with female characters in some ads are 

consistent with past portrayals of women as decorative or sexual objects (see Knupfer, 

1998; Goffman, 1979) unimportant to the central message of the ads regarding the values 

of technology. 

 The semiotic standpoint allows us to consider these representations as signs that 

capture, create and reproduce social meanings. We unconsciously exchange ourselves 

with the subjects depicted in ads, and largely perceive their representations of society as 

normal or natural. The obvious disparity between the demographics and characteristics of 

technology users and those of the characters portrayed in technology ads has serious 

implications for the way gender, race, and technology are regarded in society. The 

persistence of longstanding stereotypes in these ads shows that women and minorities 

continue to be marginalized when it comes to ideas of power, progress, and innovation. If 

advertising is to be considered the representation of meaning according to the circuit of 

culture model (du Gay et al., 1997), the implications are for the ways technology is used 

to construct individual and group identity and how it fits with the norms and values of 

society. 
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Conclusions 

From the characters and depictions in these advertisements, is apparent that the 

major target market of technology products and services consists of Caucasian men. 

When technology’s qualities are embodied in Caucasian male characters, society is 

indoctrinated to view this group as inherently possessing the best relationship with 

technology and with the culturally revered values of power, progress, and innovation. 

Whether intentionally or unconsciously, technology advertisers continue to distort their 

target audience. 

Meaning- and identity-making through advertising is a dynamic process. Critical 

gender and race theories view gender and race as performances of roles dictated by social 

constructs. In accordance with Goffman’s (1977) and West and Zimmerman’s (1987) 

theories, viewers will unconsciously model their interactions and relationships with 

technology on these types of representations. It can therefore be concluded that current 

technology commercials continue to reinforce old stereotypes and play a role in 

perpetuating gender and racial disparities regarding attitudes toward and interactions with 

technology. 

Limitations of Study 

There are several limitations to this study. The sample of advertisements may not 

be entirely generalizable to the overall population of technology marketing, as the sample 

is not large and was selected according to certain specific criteria. The research may be 

subject to issues of validity and reliability, as the researcher was required to make 

subjective decisions and interpretations. Additionally, gender and race are only two 

means, though they are certainly prevailing ones, of generating difference and dominance 
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in society and in advertising. Much more must be done to fully understand the impact and 

representation of socially constructed roles on and in technology marketing and how 

social inequalities are legitimized and maintained through this process. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Code Sheet 

 

 

COMMERCIAL:  

CHARACTER:  

TOTAL NUMBER OF CHARACTERS:  

PRODUCT:  

 

Gender:  

1. Female  

2. Male  

3. Unknown   

 

Age:  

1. Child 

2. Young adult/Teenager 

3. Adult  

4. Elderly 

 

Race/Ethnicity:  

1.White/Caucasian  

2. Black/African-American  

3. Hispanic  

4. Asian 

5. Other/Unknown  

 

Setting: 

1. Home  

2. Retail 

3. Work/Business 

4. Travel 

5. School  

4. Creative Space  

5. Outdoors/Sports-related  

6. Other/unclear 

 

Technology Competency:  

1.Expert/Adequate  

2. Confused/Incompetent   

3. Unknown 

 

Product Handling:  

1. Utilitarian: grasping, manipulating  

2. Ritualistic: tracing, cradling, or 

caressing 

3. Observing, acknowledging  

4. Not used/unclear 

 

Reason for Use: 

1. Problem solving/Education 

2. Creative 

3. Entertainment  

4. For work/school  

5. Networking/Socializing  

6. Other/Unknown 

 

Character Role:   

1. Primary character 

2. Supporting character 

  

Familial Role:  

1. Single without children 

2. Married without children 

3. Parent 

4. Unknown 

 

Occupational Role: 

1. High-level 

2. Low-level/Supportive 

3. Unknown 
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Voiceover: 

1. Male

2. Female

Advertising Appeal: 

1. Effectiveness/Convenience/Productivity

2. Emotional/Relationship

3. Sexual

4. Unclear

NOTES: 
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