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ABSTRACT 

 This is a scholar research content analysis on the portrayal of women and their level of 

sex appeal in athletic-related advertising. Advertising has shaped women’s identity based on 

history, society, culture, and economy. Women are targeted as sex objects to either be a man’s 

ideal or a self ideal for personal lifestyle. 

 The frame work of the qualitative research is set up by the analysis of the rise of feminine 

athleticism and acceptance in society and culture. The main criterion evaluated is the level of 

sex appeal, level of athletic-related content, target strategy, and message strategy of the 

advertisements. The level of sex appeal ranges from overt to natural sexuality. The criterion is 

analyzed using a total of 21 figures and 12 videos of print, display, T.V. spot, viral, and 

sponsorship advertisements.    

 My objective is to conclude what level of sex appeal portrayed in athletic- related 

advertising is most effective to women. My hypothesis is that women respond to the level of sex 

appeal based on the level of athletic- related content in the advertisement.  

 Findings are displayed in tables and figures by the elements of the advertisements broken 

down into categories. Each category’s characteristics are placed on a spectrum of terms. The 

terms clearly define the element’s content.  

 Based on the findings the overall conclusion is that natural sex appeal has the highest 

level of effectiveness in advertising. This conclusion is reflected through the analysis of the 

Dove Real Beauty and Nike Women campaigns.  

 From these conclusions and findings advertisers can determine the level of sex appeal, 

level of athletic-related content, target strategy, and message strategy needed to be effectively 

associated with their brand, product, or service.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 In the advertising industry the question has been and still remains: Does sex sell? 

Women’s sexual portrayals in advertising have shaped basic female identities based on history, 

society, culture, and economy. Women’s perceptions of self identity were reflected in 

advertising, society, and culture. Women react differently to advertisements depending on the 

female identity, portrayal, and target strategy present. Women’s personal lifestyles and self 

identities were recognized as something advertisers had to respond to. Advertisers linked female 

identities and lifestyles with female specific targeting strategies. The female identities and 

lifestyles portrayed through target strategies influenced women’s responses to advertising, 

society and culture.   

 Women are portrayed in advertisements to fit the target’s desired identity. Women are 

targeted to be a man’s ideal, a self ideal, or both. Targeting as a man’s ideal is based on the need 

to impress or keep a man. Targeting as a self ideal is based on the need to fit a personal lifestyle. 

Targeting as both ideals is a based on the need to fit self and other’s ideals.  

 New brands, products, and services in advertising industries formed with feminine 

identity and lifestyle changes. Sex appeal in female gender specific targeting is used to connect 

the brand, product, or service with the target’s lifestyle. Advertisers realized by targeting the 

female gender specifically their engagement level with niche brands became extremely popular. 

Sex appeal became effective when linked with brand association. Sex appeal is portrayed on a 

range of  levels in advertising. In terms of this study the portrayed levels of sex appeal range 



from overt to natural, to none. An advertisement’s level of sex appeal is determined based on 

the female identity, portrayal, target, and lifestyle associated with the figure. Sex appeal is 

effective for specific industries and brands. In which industries and brands is sex appeal most 

effective? How do advertisers determine the level of effectiveness associated with sex appeal?  

 

Definitions 

 This paper uses subjective terms for analyzing content. For the purpose of this paper 

operational definitions are referred to as a stable comparison tool.  Before the operational terms 

are defined other researcher’s definitions of the terms are defined to help support the context. 

 Gender, sex, and sexual appeals are terms used broadly in studies of sex in advertising. In 

“Sex and Advertising”, Advertising & Society Review, William M. O’Barr uses these definitions 

of gender and sex. Gender refers to the cultural (and thus learned) interpretation of what it 

means to be male or female. In contrast, the term sex also refers to sexual behavior and sexual 

relationships. 
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 Tom Reichert’s book, “What is Sex in Advertising?” defines sex appeal in relation to 

advertising. Sex in advertising can be thought of as a sexual appeal. Sexual appeals are 

persuasive messages integrated with sexual information into an overall message about a brand. 
2
  

 The terms and definitions used through the rest of the paper were formed based on the 

previous terms defined. Table1 displays the operational definitions of terminology used for the 

context of this paper. 

 

Table 1: Operational Definitions 

Term Definition 

Gender - Learned attitudes and behaviors associated 

with masculinity and femininity 

Sex appeal Sexual content used to persuade and evoke a 

desired reaction 

Female Identity - The female gender’s self perceived role in 

society.   

- How you want to be identified and represented 

by the gender associations.  

Portrayal - How the subject’s female identity is 

represented in the advertisement 

Lifestyle The way the female lives their daily life based 

on their attitudes and beliefs 

Target Strategy - Message influencing the target to respond to 

the ad by fitting an ideal identity portrayed  

Response How women act out the way they see 

themselves  

Effectiveness How much influence the advertisement has on 

women’s reaction to sex appeal and brand 

association 

 

                                                           
 
 



The level of sex appeal in advertising ranges on a scale from overt to natural sex appeal, and 

none at all. The advertisements can fall into any of the five levels of sex appeal on the spectrum 

as overt, slight, blend, natural or none. The two primary levels of sex appeal analyzed are overt 

sex and natural sex appeal.  

 

Table 2: The Levels of Sex Appeal  

Level of Sex Appeal Description 

Overt sex appeal Highest level of sexual content 

The sex appeal is blatantly obvious and clear 

in the advertisement. 

Slight sex appeal Sex appeal is present and standard, but is not 

blatantly obvious 

Blend sex appeal Sex appeal is present, whether it is inherent or 

obvious is not clear 

Natural sex appeal Lowest level of sexual content, besides none at 

all.  

The sex appeal is inherent and realistic in the 

advertisement. 

None No sex appeal present  

 

History of Women in Advertising 

 Rises of feminism throughout history created rights and opportunities for women. The 

acceptance of feminism in society and culture increased as women progressed over time. 

Women started making their own choices and steered away from stereotypes and traditional 

roles society gave them. History shows how female self awareness unfolded and developed over 

time. Female self awareness throughout history changed women’s attitudes and perceptions of 

acceptable sexual female identities and portrayals. What used to be considered overt sex appeal 

in the past has changed and could be considered natural in more present times.  

 The following figure’s level of sex appeal is based on; identity, portrayal, target, and 

lifestyle. Women’s reactions and the level of effectiveness of the advertisement are major 

factors in the ability to link sex appeal and brand association. Beauty, health, and fashion 

product categories best reflect the historical figures analyzed.  

Fig. 1. 

Palmolive print ad targets women to be the man’s ideal using overt sex 

appeal (1947) 
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The female subject is portrayed as a sexy woman who has a man’s attention 

because she uses Palmolive. Women responded by using Palmolive so they 

could be sexy to get or keep a man. Women’s reaction to fit the man’s ideal 

was accepted in society and culture.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
 



 

 

Fig. 2. 

Both Yardley ads use a blend of sex appeal to target both ideals (circa 1960s) 
4
 

There are multiple images in both of 

these ads. There are images with the 

women by themselves and with men. 

These images target both ideals 

because the women are represented 

as self ideals and male ideals. The 

men in the ads are promoting the 

women to use the product. It is 

targeting women to be the man’s 

ideal by using the male subject to 

help satisfy beauty needs. It is a 

blend of sex appeal because the 

images present the women and men 

showing affection towards each 

other.  These ads represent how it 

was acceptable by society and culture to want to be beautiful and young for self ideal and man’s 

ideal.  

 

Fig. 3. 

Tampax print ad shows natural sex appeal is used to target the self ideal (1971) 
5
 

 

This ad represents female’s independent and active lifestyles 

that contrast from traditional female lifestyles. The ad uses 

natural sex appeal to connect with women in a way they can 

relate to. Women wanted to be able to do non-traditional 

activities for their personal lifestyle. This shows society and 

culture were accepting to women having non-traditional 

lifestyles.  

 

Fig. 4. 

Virginia Slims portrays 

natural sex appeal for self 

ideal (circa 1970s) 
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This ad represents how 

women have come a long 

way throughout history. Society and culture are accepting of 

women being independent and strong since it is reflected in 

advertising. The women are portrayed using natural sex appeal 

                                                           
 
 
 



by placing them in natural societal roles. Targeting to be the self ideal is used by associating the 

product with women’s drastic change in lifestyle. 

 

Fig. 5.  

Charlie Perfume uses overt sex appeal to fit the self ideal (circa 1980s) 
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The woman in this ad is portrayed as sexy and powerful with 

dominance and confidence over the man. Women in society and 

culture were accepted as being powerful, career- oriented, and 

sexy at the same time. This self ideal made women want to be 

known for their career and power.  

 

Fig. 6.  

Revlon uses natural sex appeal 

for the self ideal (1996) 
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The female celebrities portray 

natural sex appeal and beauty. 

The make-up industry realized 

that women are individuals and 

they have different types of beauty needs. Women wanted 

their make-up to make them look natural and not fake. This 

target is to be the self ideal by wearing make-up that matched 

their individual beauty needs. 

 

Fig. 7.  

 

Guess print ad with Anna 

Nicole Smith uses overt 

sex appeal to fit self 

ideal.(1992) 
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Anna Nicole Smith is a celebrity sex icon associated with 

a sexy fashion brand Guess. Overt sex appeal was an 

accepted style preference. Women wanted to have a sexy 

style for their self ideal.   

 

Vid. 1.  
Victoria Secret T.V. Spot A Body For Everybody 

represents overt sex appeal to fit both ideals. (2004) 
10

 

http://youtu.be/GduR3dnyO_w 
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The models portray overt sex appeal by posing in sexy lingerie. Some of the models are posing 

naturally and some sexually. The tagline “A Body For Everybody” conveys that there is lingerie 

that fits everybody’s body and style. It targets both the self ideal and the man’s ideal because 

women wear lingerie to feel sexy for themselves and for men. It is accepted that women wear 

lingerie that is sexy for different personal reasons.  

 

Fig. 8. 

Revlon print ad represents natural 

beauty using a celebrity to fit self 

ideal (2011) 
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The celebrity in the ad portrays an 

effortless natural beauty. Women 

want their make-up to look and feel 

like they aren’t wearing any. This 

shows the acceptance that women 

don’t have to be glamorous or 

overtly sexy to be beautiful. This ad 

targets the self ideal by wearing 

make-up that best fits personal 

preference.  

 

Fig. 9. 

Dove’s Real Beauty Campaign uses natural sex appeal to fit self ideal (2004-present) 
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Dove’s campaign for Real Beauty 

launched in 2004 and is still going 

on today. Dove found their 

inspiration to target real beauty 

from the major global study, The 

Real Truth About Beauty: A Global 

Report. The study found that 

women feel beauty is unattainable 

and unrealistic. With these findings 

Dove challenged the stereotypical 

idea of  beauty and promoted real 

beauty to motivate self-esteem.
13

 

 This idea and portrayal of real beauty is natural and realistic to women. Dove enlightened 

other brands and products with this portrayal of beauty identity. Today it is a popular portrayal 

accepted by society and culture. It is effective by being relatable and realistic to women’s 

lifestyles and identities. It connects on a more personal level with the female consumer.  

 This is not the only style of advertising that is effective for all women and all brands. Sex 

appeal can be more than skin deep or superficial. Is there a way to determine which is more 

                                                           
 
 
 



effective? The factors depend on the brand and the target audience as to what level of sex appeal 

is appropriate. It also depends on the target’s lifestyle, attitude, and beliefs in relation to the 

brand.  

 

Introduction to Female Athleticism in Society and Culture 

 A major change in society and culture that impacted advertising was the rise of female 

athleticism. Women are represented by basic identities associated with athleticism. With women 

developing new personal lifestyles and identities, the importance of health and fitness came into 

play. Women’s interest in a healthy lifestyle helped trigger the rise of female athleticism in 

society and culture. New female identities developed based on women’s engagement in physical 

activity.   

 When women became associated with athleticism society and culture established positive 

and negative attitudes towards their female identities. Society and culture’s level of acceptance 

to these athletic identities and lifestyles changed as time progressed. 

 The level of athletic acceptance represented in figures and events is based on identities, 

portrayals, and lifestyles associated with society and culture over time. Women’s reaction to 

these events has created higher levels of acceptance by society and culture.  

 A good starting point in history is the All- American Girls’ Baseball League in the 40s 

and 50s during the war and post war.
14

When men left for war women took on some of their 

roles in society and were given more opportunities with the men off at war. Women entered the 

work force and found they enjoyed feeling important with a job. In place of Major League 

Baseball was the All- American Girls’ Baseball League. Women were given these opportunities 

and then had them taken away when the men came back from war. Women were upset and 

wanted to keep their freedom they had. This triggered a wave of feminism that made women 

demand rights and opportunities. Over time the fight for women’s rights broke down barriers of 

entry for women. The shift in acceptance of female athleticism is the most tangible shift to 

female progression in society and culture. The following historical figures are cultural proof of 

how the acceptance of female athleticism developed over time.  

 

Vid. 2.  

The movie A League of Their Own is a good mock representation of the All- American Girls’ 

Baseball League. (1992) 
15

  

http://youtu.be/WcN392H2jx0 

 

This video trailer of the movie A League of Their Own shows how women struggled with 

society’s acceptance to the athletic roles they were placed in. There was some level of sex 

appeal represented by the uniforms the women were required to wear.  

 

Fig. 10.  

This print advertisement promotes roller-skating as a way to stay active and maintain an active 

lifestyle that is acceptable in society and culture (circa1960s) 
16
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Women were targeted to maintain their figure while having fun 

by developing an active hobby or lifestyle. Athleticism was more 

of a leisure activity for health and not for a predominant athletic 

lifestyle.  

 

Vid. 3. 

The creation of Title IX (1972) 
17

 

http://vimeo.com/25325968 

 

In 1972 Title IX was passed and created equality for women’s 

athletics in education programs. 

This viral video was created by the Women’s Sports Foundation 

to bring awareness to the accomplishments overcome by the 

success of Title IX. Title IX developed opportunities for  young 

women in the future. Acceptance of female athletics was now a 

legal right and would change society and culture’s attitudes and 

beliefs toward female athleticism.
18

 

 

Fig. 11.  

This print advertisement for 

Cool Going athletic apparel 

represents how physical 

lifestyles were trending in 

society and culture (circa 

1980s) 
19

 

 

Active lifestyles and activities were popular in the 80s 

because of the progression of female athletics. Acceptance of 

athleticism impacted the fashion industry creating new 

brands, products, and services for women’s athletic lifestyle 

needs.  

 

Fig. 12.  

Mary Lou Retton was 

featured on a Wheaties Box. She is a representation of female 

athletes being accepted in society and culture through 

endorsements. (circa 1980s) 
20
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Fig. 13.  

In the 1990s Got Milk? advertisements featured female athletes.  

 

Serena and Venus Williams became popular in the late 

1990s and still represented in advertisements today as 

exceptional athletes. 
21

 

 

Fig. 14. 

Mia Hamm was on the winning team of the Women’s 

World Cup in 1999. 
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Fig. 15. 

Brandi Chastain posed nude in Gear magazine in 1999 
23

 

 

Brandi Chastain won the Women’s World Cup in 1999 with Mia 

Hamm and is known for making the winning goal and celebrating 

by taking her shirt off. She brought sex appeal to soccer and 

female athletics. Her nude photo shoot for Gear magazine showed 

she was a proud female athlete that wasn’t afraid to associate sex 

appeal with her athletic image.  

Female Athletic Identities and Portrayals in Advertising 

 These athletic lifestyles and portrayals developed a new 

industry in advertising; athletic advertising. In context of this 

study athletic advertising is referred to as athletic-related 

advertising. It is defined as any brand, product or service 

advertisement with content promoting health and physical activity. 

                                                           
 
 
 



It is any form of advertisement with content related to athleticism and physical activity. 

Athletic-related content is associated with any brand, product, or service that promotes physical 

activity. The level of an ads athletic- related content ranges from very high to very low.  

 With women’s introduction into athletic-related advertisements more identities, 

portrayals, targets, and lifestyles developed. Advertising increased society’s and culture’s 

acceptance of female athleticism.  

 

Vid. 4. 

Nike’s  If You Let Me Play campaign promoted female’s to be active. (1995) 
24

 

http://www.adweek.com/video/nike-if-you-let-me-play-122310?auto 

 

This Nike campaign brought awareness to the importance of female athleticism. The female 

subjects in the ad use the phrase, “If you let me play”, to show that participation in athletics will 

lead to positive outcomes and prevent and control negative outcomes or situations in life. The 

ad addressed serious situations and issues females face in life. It shows how much impact 

athletics can have on a female’s life.  

 Female athletes’ acceptance is represented by being considered equal to male athletes. 

Female and male athletes are compared and competitive with one another.  

  

Vid. 5. 

Gatorade Mia vs. Michael in Anything You Can Do I Can Do Better (circa 1990s) 
25

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zV12k6k9W4Q 

 

This T.V. Spot shows Michael Jordan and Mia Hamm competing against each other to see who 

is the better athlete. This represents female equality and strength in athletics. It represents how 

women are considered competitive athletes even in competition with males.   

 

Vid. 6. 

Nike’s Men vs. Women Challenge (2011)
26

 

http://youtu.be/NqBHQ-8Bs9Q 

 

This campaign shows the acceptance of female athleticism on a competitive basis rather than 

recreational. Men and women across the country were asked to join the challenge. The sex’s 

competed in running to see who could run the most kilometers.  

 

Overall Historical, Societal, and Cultural Conclusion 

 The change in women’s identity and portrayals throughout history influenced personal 

lifestyles. These lifestyles influenced change in culture and society, triggering the rise of female 

athleticism. The portrayals and identities depicted in athletic-related advertising have helped 

shape society and cultures views of sexual portrayals. Women’s sex appeal in advertising 

crossed over into athletic-related advertising. The athletic-related advertising industry has yet to 

be addressed in terms of sex appeal. Based on contemporary advertisements, such as the Dove 
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Real Beauty campaign, the portrayal of natural sex appeal is effective on women. Does this 

portrayal of natural sex appeal effectively cross over into athletic-related advertising?  

 

PRIMARY QUALITATIVE RESEARCH CONTENT ANALYSIS 

 The rise of female athleticism in culture influenced how advertisers portrayed sexuality 

of women. Advertising portrayed women based on physical and athletic female identities. 

Athletic-related advertising portrayed women on different levels of sex appeal.  

 The problem in athletic-related advertisements associated with sex appeal is that 

advertisers use sex appeal without the correct reasoning or purpose. Advertisers need to figure 

out who they are targeting so they can effectively communicate the right message. A problem is 

that women are being portrayed in ways that are not effective to the target. Everyone has their 

own idea of what is considered sexy, attractive, natural, or unattractive. The advertising 

messages need to be effective and reflect the brand product or service accurately. 

 Women are portrayed in athletic- related advertising based on female identities of today’s 

society and culture. The advertisement’s level of sex appeal and athletic-related content shapes 

the portrayal of the female identity. Women’s reactions to athletic-related advertising are based 

on female portrayal, identity, target, and message strategy. The samples of ads collected are 

contemporary advertisements from the past five years.  

 This content analysis analyzes the portrayal of women and their level of sex appeal in 

athletic- related advertisements. The main criteria evaluated is the level of sex appeal, the level 

of athletic-related content, the target strategy, and the messaging strategy of the advertisements. 

 The goal is to determine what level of sex appeal portrayed in athletic- related advertising 

is most effective to women? The hypothesis is that women are affected by the level of sex 

appeal depending on the level of athletic- related content in the advertisement.  

 

Definitions 

 The criteria are analyzed by the elements of the advertisements  broken down into 

categories. Each category’s characteristics are placed on a spectrum of terms that clearly define 

the ads content.  

 The following elements of the advertisements are defined as followed: sex appeal, 

athletic-related content, subject, setting, action, target strategy, and message strategy. These 

elements definitions and purpose are defined in the Table 3 in context to the analysis.   

 

Table 3: Elements of advertisements analyzed in the content analysis 

Element Definition Purpose 

Sex appeal Measures amount of sexual 

content in the advertisement 

Determines the subject’s 

female identity portrayed 

 

Determines what portrayed 

level of sex appeal is the 

most effective to women 

 

Athletic-related content Any promotion of athleticism 

and physical activity 

associated with the 

advertisement 

Determines the level of 

athleticism and physical 

activity the subject portrays  

 



 Determines how much the ad 

relates to promoting 

athleticism and physical 

activity 

 

Subject The female present in the 

advertisement. Can be a 

model, celebrity or athlete 

Represents the female 

identity 

and influences the perception 

of the level of sexuality 

depending on their inferred 

identity. 

 

Action The subjects physical 

positioning or motion 

Determines the subjects 

identity related to their 

positioning in the ad 

 

 

Setting The time and place 

represented in the ad 

Determine the impact the 

surroundings have on the 

subject 

Target strategy Message influencing the 

target to respond to the ad by 

fitting an ideal identity 

portrayed 

Determines the targets ideal 

identity portrayed as: man’s 

ideal, self ideal, or both 

Message strategy How the ads message is trying 

to engage the target 

Determines women’s 

response as an action to the 

advertisement 

 

 

Fig. 16. 

This Reebok EasyTone display advertisement 

shows overt sex appeal with low athletic-related 

content. 
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This is an example of overt sex appeal because of the 

female subject’s nudity and her positioning next to 

the shoes. The copy refers to making others jealous 

and impressing the opposite sex, which reflects 

targeting to be the self and man’s ideal. The athletic-

related content is low because there is not physical 

activity and the shoes are the primary object that 

represents the athletic-related content. 

 

 

                                                           
 



 

Vid. 7.  

This Sketchers Shapeups T.V. Spot features Kim Kardashian as a representation of overt sex 

appeal and average athletic-related content. 
28

  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nv_tX2Z5qSs 

 

Kim Kardashian is a sex icon known for her physical attributes. The ad misleads the viewer to 

believe some sort of sexual action is going on between Kim and her male trainer. There is an 

average level of athletic-related content because of the association with working out with a 

trainer and the athletic-related product. The self ideal target uses sex appeal to have power over 

men. 

 

Vid. 8. 

This Victoria Secret T.V. Spot represents overt sex appeal with low athletic-related content. 
29

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OouDE161EFI&feature=related 

 

The female subject is a model portraying overt sex appeal because of what she is wearing and 

her sexy posing with athletic- related objects. The athletic-related content is low because she is 

not actually working out. She is only posing with the athletic-related objects. The targeting is to 

be sexy while working out for the self ideal.   

 

Fig. 17. 

Eva Longoria is a celebrity 

portraying slight sex appeal 

with low athletic-related 

content. 
30

 

 

Eva Longoria is a sexy and 

glamorous celebrity 

modeling fashionable 

athletic apparel. She is 

posed on top of the males 

representing power over 

men by using sex appeal. 

This targets women to be 

the self ideal with no regard 

to males because of power implied over them. The athletic-related content is very low because 

of the brand’s association with athletics and the male football players are the primary athletic-

related content. 

 

Fig. 18. 

                                                           
 
 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nv_tX2Z5qSs
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OouDE161EFI&feature=related


This Nike My Butt Is Big print 

ad is an example of slight sex 

appeal with slightly high 

athletic related content. 
31

 

 

The female subject portrays 

slight sex appeal because of the 

main focus of the image and 

copy being about her butt. The 

level of athletic related content 

is high because of the subject’s 

athletic body and the brand 

association. This targets women 

to be the self ideal and to 

embrace what body type they 

have.    

 

Vid. 9. 

This WTA Strong is Beautiful campaign represents a blend of sex appeal with a high level of 

athletic-related content. 
32

 

http://youtu.be/t1YxesMzdI4 

 

The ad represents a blend of sex appeal because the female athletes are glamorous looking and 

wearing revealing fashionable athletic apparel. The shots in the video show the women in slow 

motion. The level of athletic-related content is high because the female subjects are famous 

tennis player who are playing tennis in the ad. This is targeted for the self ideal to motivate 

women to be strong and beautiful. 

 

Fig. 19. 

British Female Beach Volleyball Players QR 

Code Betfair sponsorship represents a blend of 

sex appeal with a high level of athletic-related 

content. 
33

 

 

These female beach volleyball players are 

associated with sex appeal because they wear 

bathing suits while playing volleyball. The 

placement of the QR Code on the women’s 

bathing suit bottoms represents the blend of sex 

appeal. The level of athletic related content is 

very high because the female subjects are 

volleyball players who are playing in a 

tournament. The advertisement is inherently embedded in the in-play action. The intent is to 
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have the QR Code placed on what is photographed most, the female’s bottom. They are using a 

blend of sex appeal and high athletic related content to target both men and women. It is 

primarily targeting women because they are more likely to watch female sports.  

 

Vid. 10. 

Nike Victory Bra T.V. Spot is a natural blend of sex appeal with high athletic-related content. 
34

 

http://youtu.be/r-qsjHZtkmE 

 

This ad falls into the natural level of sex appeal but is more tightly defined as a natural blend of 

sex appeal falling in-between the blend and natural range. The natural blend of sex appeal is 

present by a sports bra being the product advertised. The ad uses tight camera shots of the 

female’s physical assets while working out.  The athletic-related content is very high because 

the women are working out in a natural setting and the product’s brand is associated with 

athletics. The target is to be the self ideal by using a product that supports an athletic lifestyle.    

 

Vid. 11. 

Nike Women’s viral video advertisement shows natural sex appeal with high athletic related 

content. 
35

 

http://youtu.be/hoE4AD-J77k 

 

This ad is similar to Video 10 but in this ad the female subjects are famous athletes, which 

makes it have a higher level of athletic-related content. This ad falls into the natural level of sex 

appeal because the female athletes are the primary focus of the ad compared to a product. The 

purpose of this ad is to create brand equity by motivating women. The natural sex appeal is 

portrayed by seven famous female athletes who are athletic and beautiful. The athletes have 

naturally beautiful physical features and figures that are accentuated by their athletic apparel 

and activity. The athletic-related content is very high because the female subjects are athletes 

participating in vigorous physical activity. This motivates women to “Join the Club” by working 

out like the athletes for the self ideal. This campaign is best described as the athletic version of 

the Dove campaign. This Nike campaign compared with the Dove campaign could be taken into 

further analysis.  

 

Vid. 12. 

I Will Protect This House Under Armour Women’s T.V. Spot shows natural sex appeal with 

high athletic related content. 
36

 

http://youtu.be/Wkt0Q6p33fo 

 

The natural sex appeal is portrayed by famous athletes and real athletes. These athlete’s apparel 

and overall appearance is more conservative and realistic compared to the Nike Women 

campaign. The level of athletic related content is very high because the athletes are vigorously 

working out. Women are motivated by the athlete’s determination to satisfy their personal self 

ideal to be the best athlete they can be.  
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Fig. 20. 

This Skins print ad has no sex appeal present and has high 

athletic-related content. 
37

 

 

No level of sex appeal is portrayed by the hairy, masculine, and 

unattractive female subject of this ad. The level of athletic related 

content is high because the product is associated with an 

extremely athletic lifestyle. The target is to be the self ideal by 

using this product to “improve your sports performance without 

the side effects.” The female subject portrayal reflects humor in 

the reality of how important it is for female athletes to perform to 

their best ability.  

 

Fig. 21. 

This Running Free print 

advertisement has no 

sex appeal present and 

high athletic-related 

content. 
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This figure is similar to Figure 20 because they both 

use humor over sex appeal to portray the female 

subject. The female subject is unattractive with black 

eyes from athletic activity. The level of athletic-

related content is high because the product is needed 

for athletic activity and the female subject is 

associated with being athletically active. The target is 

self ideal by using the product to prevent and support 

athletic lifestyle needs.     

 

FINDINGS 

 Findings are displayed in Table 4 by the elements of the advertisements broken down into 

categories. Each category’s characteristics are placed on a spectrum of terms. The terms clearly 

define the elements content. 

 

Table 4: Primary Qualitative Research Content Analysis Findings 

Title Brand Medium Subject Action/ 

Setting 

Level 

of sex 

appeal 

level of 

athletic-

related 

content 

Target 

Strategy 

Message 

Strategy 

Reebok 

EasyTone 

Nudity  

Rebook 

EasyTon

e 

Display 

Ad 

Female 

nude 

model 

Laying 

down 

Overt Very 

low 

Both  Make others 

jealous and 

impress the 

opposite sex 

                                                           
 
 



Kim 

Kardashian 

Sketchers 

Shape-Ups 

Sketchers 

Shape-

ups 

T.V. Spot Kim 

Kardash

ian  

Working 

out with 

male 

trainer 

Overt Average Self Use sex appeal to 

have power over 

men  

VSX Sexy 

Sport 

Victoria's 

Secret 

T.V. Spot  Model  Posing 

with 

athletic 

objects 

Overt Low Self Look and feel 

sexy even while 

working out 

Eva 

Longoria 

Bebe Sport 

Bebe 

Sport 

Print ad Eva 

Longori

a 

Posed on 

top of 

men 

Slight Low Self Be fashionable, 

sexy and 

powerful while 

working out 

My Butt is 

Big 

Nike Print ad Athletic 

female's 

butt 

Posed  Slight High Self Motivate to be 

accept you are 

sexy the way you 

are  

Sugar and 

Spice: 

Strong is 

beautiful 

WTA T.V. spot Female 

athlete 

tennis 

players 

Playing 

tennis 

Blend High Self Inspire women to 

be strong and 

beautiful like the 

athletes 

Women's 

Beach 

Volley Ball 

QR Code 

Betfair QR Code 

Sponsors

hip 

Female 

volleyba

ll 

players 

Playing 

volleybal

l 

Blend Very 

high  

Both Create buzz about 

a female sport 

Nike 

Victory 

Bra 

Nike T.V. Spot Female 

athletes 

Working 

out with  

Natural High Self Using a product 

that supports 

athletic lifestyle 

Nike 

Women: 

Join The 

Club 

Nike Viral 

Video 

Famous 

female 

athletes 

Working 

out 

Natural Very 

high  

Self Motivate women 

to work out like 

the athletes  

I Will 

Protect 

This House 

Under 

Armour 

T.V. Spot Female 

athletes 

Playing 

sports 

and 

working 

out 

Natural Very 

high  

Self Motivate women 

to use product to 

support their 

athletic lifestyle 

like the athletes 

Skins 

Hairy 

Woman 

Skins Print ad Hairy 

female 

athlete 

Posed None High Self Use product to 

improve your 

athletic 

performance 

Running 

Free 

Support 

Bra 

Running 

Free 

Print ad Female 

with 

black 

eyes 

Posed None High Self Use product to 

support athletic 

lifestyle 

 

 



CONCLUSIONS 

 The conclusions are based on the findings from the advertisements analyzed in the 

content analysis. There are different factors of each ad that determine the effectives based on 

sex appeal and athletic-related content.  
 

1. Sex appeal and athletic related content: 

 With the higher the level of athletic-related content, the lower the level of sex appeal. 

With the higher level of athletic-related content it balanced out the level of sex appeal to be 

more natural. The sex appeal was more inherent or less obvious even though it was present.  

When there is more athletic-related content it makes the advertisement seem less sexual and 

more natural. By nature most female athletes have attractive physical attributes.  

2. Sex appeal and the subject, action, and setting: 

 Celebrities, athletes, models, and everyday women were subjects of these advertisements.  

If the subject is a model or a celebrity it makes the ad more overt and sexual because the 

sexuality is more obvious. If a model is posed in an unnatural setting it takes away from the 

inherent sexual appeal. When athletes are posed or in natural motion in a natural atmosphere the 

level of sexuality becomes more inherent and acceptable.  

3. Sex appeal and athletic apparel:  

 The apparel the subject is wearing determines the level of sex appeal and athletic-related 

content. The amount of clothing that is worn in athletic-related advertisements influences the 

level of sex appeal. Women in athletic-related advertising wear athletic apparel to show off their 

athletic bodies. For example if the female subject is just wearing sports bra with spandex shorts 

while in motion sex appeal is present.  

4. Athletic-related objects and products:  

 With the higher levels of sex appeal the level of athletic-related content was lower. The 

athletic-related content was represented more with objects placed with the subject in the 

advertisement. The athletic- related objects and products were placed with a sexy subject. These 

sexy subjects represented low levels of athletic- related identities, so the object’s and product’s 

high level of athletic- related content balanced the advertisement’s elements.  

5. Target strategy and athletic-related activity:  

 The self ideal target strategy is used most in the athletic-related advertisements. The self 

ideal is the most effective way to target women because most women participate in athletic 

activity for themselves. The female subjects in the advertisements are participating in athletic 

activity to portray the self ideal.  

6. Sex appeal and message strategy: 

 The message strategy uses  levels of sex appeal to motivate female’s response to the 

advertisement. The closer the level of sex appeal is to natural the more women associate 

motivation and inspiration with their response to the advertisement.  

7. Prior associations: 

 Prior perceived associations with subjects, brands, products, and services impact the 

advertisement’s level of effectiveness.  

 

Overall Conclusion 

How do advertisers determine the level of effectiveness associated with sex appeal? 

 Through the analysis of the Dove Real Beauty and Nike Women campaigns conclude that 

natural sex appeal has the highest level of effectiveness in advertising. Natural sex appeal is the 

most objective way to effectively advertise to a mass general audience. Women are more likely 



to associate positive attitudes and beliefs towards natural levels of sex appeal in advertising. 

This portrayed level of sex appeal is most effective to the general female audience and can be 

associated with general brands, products, or services. This conclusion applies to athletic-related 

advertising as well. The higher and lower levels of sex appeal are more effective to niche target 

audiences. 

RECOMENDATIONS 

 From these conclusions and findings advertisers can use these conclusions and findings to 

determine the level of sex appeal, level of athletic-related content, target strategy, and message 

strategy needed to effectively associate with their brand, product, or service. The tables and 

definitions can be used to define subjective terminology in further research involving sex appeal 

and athletic-related content.  

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 My collection of advertisements best fit the representation of the criteria analyzed. My 

samples are collections from print, T.V. spots, display, viral, and sponsorship advertisements. 

The main source for the figure images was Google search and YouTube. For some figures I was 

unable to identify the source that Google image search pulled it from.  

 My content analysis would require further studies and analysis in the levels of sex appeal 

and athletic- related content. The correct target audience needs to be defined in context to these 

findings.  

 I am conducting my own primary quantitative research to further test my hypothesis 

findings and conclusions from this content analysis. I am collecting data from an online survey I 

created.
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 I will compare my findings of both qualitative and quantitative research to prove or 

disprove my hypothesis. My goal is to figure out what level of sex appeal is most effective to 

females based on their level of athletic-related activity. This will help me determine the correct 

target audiences for the portrayed levels of sex appeal in athletic-related advertisements.  
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