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Introduction

Advertising gender role stereotyping has been a prominent topic in the literature since
the 1970s. This research interest follows a role changing movement when remarkable female
employment gains occurred, linked to increasing rates of female obtaining college degrees,
changing familial roles, and legal procedures (Fugate, Decker, and Brewer, 1998). Several
studies suggest increasing gender bias and several other studies suggest gender role
stereotyping does exist but seems to be decreasing over time. While gender stereotyping is
considered to be a universal phenomenon, its intensity is expected to vary in degree from
country to country (Huang, 1995). Psychological theories about gender (and sex) are often
based on U.S. models and psychologists in other parts of the world often naively apply such
theories to their countries’ situations where they do not apply (Hofstede, 2001; Slater, 1976).

In an attempt to more fully understand gender and its relationship with advertising, some
recent studies (e.g., Milner and Collins, 2000; Odekerken-Schroder, De Wulf and Hofstee,
2002) showed that gender role portrayal in advertisements could be an artifact of the cultures
that frame the phenomenon being studied. Researchers, adopting Hofstede’s masculinity
dimension as a framework, examined whether the extent of gender stereotyping is related to a
country’s masculinity score, however, found mixed results on gender stereotyping in
masculine countries. In addition, previous studies mainly focused on comparing the U.S. and
some of European countries with a limited number of countries in the West or East (e.g., Gilly,
1988; Milner and Collins 2000; Sengupta, 1995; Wiles and Tjerlund, 1991; Wiles, Wiles and
Tjerlund, 1995).

Review of literature indicates there is a lack of studies on the topic in Asian cultures.
The emerging markets in Asia are increasingly affluent, and success in these countries is a
priority for multinational corporations. In the last few decades, social norms for behavior,
actual roles occupied by men and women, and media regulatory policies in Asian countries
have changed. However, much of the research on gender portrayal in media is dated and
particularly gender portrayal in advertising is one of the neglected areas and need further
research (cf. Zinkan, 1994). In this vein, the objective of the study is to examine gender role
portrayals in television advertising with a cross-cultural comparison between two major
markets in the region, Hong Kong and South Korea. Both Hong Kong and Korea, in the
beginning 1990s, progressed from the status of developing nations to newly industrialized
countries and became major influences in trade and development in the economies of other
countries (Javalgi, Cutler and White, 1994). Since Hong Kong and Korea have unique
strategic positions in business and information in the region as well as in the world, more in-
depth studies of advertising in these markets have appeared important and necessary.

The two countries show large difference in terms of Hofstede’s masculinity dimension
and the masculinity index (Hofstede, 1991) shows that Hong Kong is masculine (#16), while
Korea is feminine (#41). One recent study (Moon and Chan, 2004), comparing television
advertising between the two countries, has found that masculinity/femininity is an important
variable for explaining differences in television commercials between the two countries and
the advertising appeals related to the masculinity/femininity dimension show more differences
than other dimensions. Therefore, this study attempts to investigate whether Hofstede’s
masculinity/femininity is also validated in differentiating gender role portrayals across Asian
countries.

Background of Study
Hofstede’s Masculinity/Femininity

There have been research efforts to develop universal values that characterize and
distinguish cultures over the past four decades (e.g., Kluckholn and Strodtbeck, 1961;
Rokeach, 1973; Hofstede, 1980, 1991; Schwartz, 1992) and among those, a widely accepted
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framework is Hofstede’s (1980, 1983) typology of four cultural dimensions:
individualism/collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity/femininity.
The masculinity/femininity dimension distinguishes between cultures that emphasize
stereotypical “masculine” traits, such as assertiveness, dominance and material success, and
cultures that emphasize “feminine” traits, such as a concern for relationships, caring for the
weak and the quality of life. Within cultures, men have more masculine values on average and
women have more feminine values, with the differences between the sexes being greater in
masculine countries than in feminine countries (Hofstede, 1991).

The fundamental issue addressed by masculinity/femininity dimension is the way in
which a society allocates social (as opposed to biological) roles to the sexes. The first
essential element is the preference for masculine or feminine values in a culture. Masculine
societies strive for material success, achievement and productivity whereas feminine societies
value relationships with and caring others. The second element is gender differentiation.
Masculine countries are more likely to embrace sharp distinction between the roles of men
and women, whereas feminine ones are not, thus, there would be more significant sex-role
differences between male and female characters in masculine countries than in feminine
countries.
Gender Role Portrayals in Advertising

Relatively few studies have investigated gender role portrayal in advertising in terms of
Hofstede’s cultural framework. One earlier study by Gilly (1988) compared gender portrayals
in television commercials of Australia, Mexico and the U.S. The results of this study indicate
that Australian commercials show somewhat fewer gender role differences and Mexican
commercials show slightly more gender role differences than American commercials. Two
following studies provided post-hoc explanations for Gilly’s (1988) finding in terms of
Hofstede’s cultural dimension. Milner, Fodness and Speece (1993) suggested that the results
were ordered as Hofstede’s masculinity index would predict: Australian (#35), the U.S. (#36),
and Mexico (#45). These countries are on the masculine end of Hofstede’s spectrum, which
may explain why the results among the countries Gilly (1988) studied were not dramatically
different. In another study, Milner and Collins (1998) compared Gilly’s data with data from
Turkey, a feminine country in terms of Hofstede’s taxonomy and found that, in contrast to the
U.S., Australia and Mexico, Turkish advertisements were less likely to feature productivity
themes and were more likely to feature relationship themes and portray minimal differences
between male and female gender roles.

In a following study, Milner and Collins (2000) presented the first major systematic
examination of television commercials from a range of countries that Hofstede designed as
masculine and feminine - two masculine countries (Japan and United States) and two
feminine countries (Sweden and Russia). They found that a country’s gender as ranked on
Hofstede’s masculinity continuum could be linked to depictions of relationships for both male
and female characters. The findings of the study supported Hofstede’s claim that feminine
societies exemplify a cultural preference for relationships for both genders, thus, cross-
cultural gender role portrayals of relationships can be predicted.Wiles, Wiles and Tjernlund
(1995) also applied Hofstede’s Masculinity Index to compare gender role portrayals in
magazine advertisements in the U.S. (masculine country) and Sweden and the Netherlands
(feminine countries). In this study, mixed results were found and all three countries tended to
show men rather than women in working roles, however, these differences were less often
encountered in Sweden and The Netherlands than in the U.S.

Meanwhile, Odekerken-Schroder, De Wulf and Hofstee (2002) found that magazine
advertisements in the U.K. portrayed female characters less in a working role and more as sex
objects than advertisements in the Netherlands, while all other hypotheses comparing female
characters in feminine and masculine countries could not be supported. Based on the findings,
researchers concluded that a country’s masculinity index is hardly related to the use of gender
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stereotyping in printed advertising and suggested that future research should include a larger
variety of countries and other media like electronic media.

Hypotheses
Hofstede’s masculinity dimension provides a conceptual framework of the current study.

Previous studies found that advertisements in feminine countries are predicted to feature more
relationship themes for male and female characters (Milner and Collins, 1998, 2000),
therefore, the following hypothesis are proposed:

H1: Characters in television commercials are more likely to be portrayed in relationship
with others in Korea (a feminine society) than in Hong Kong (a masculine society).

Meanwhile, previous studies showed mixed results on productivity themes, gender role
differentiation and stereotyping in masculine countries (Huang, 1995; Milner, Fodness and
Speece, 1993; Milner and Collins, 1998, 2000; Odekerken-Schroder, De Wulf and Hofstee,
2002; Wiles, Wiles and Tjernlund, 1995), therefore, the following null hypotheses are
proposed:

H2: There is no difference in the working role of characters between Hong Kong and
Korea.

H3: There is no sex-role differences between Hong Kong and Korea.
H4: There is no difference in female stereotyping between Hong Kong and Korea.

 Methods
The Hong Kong sample was obtained from taping of commercials of prime-time

programming broadcast on the two free-to-air Chinese-language terrestrial channels (TVB-
Jade, and ATV-home) in Hong Kong during three weeks in June, July and August, two weeks
in mid-November and two weeks in early December 2001. The Korean sample was obtained
from the commercials of prime time broadcast on the three major television channels (KBS2,
MBC, SBS) in June and during two weeks in mid- November in 2001. A total of unduplicated
1125 television commercials, 512 from Hong Kong and 613 from Korea, were collected.

No more than two central characters were selected in each commercial. Based upon the
classification schemes used in previous studies (Gilly, 1988; Milner and Collins, 2000;
Odekerken-Schroder et al., 2002), each central character was coded in terms of six variables:
(1) gender of the central character(s) - male or female; (2) age of the central character(s) -
under 13 years old, 13-19 years old, 20-35 years old, 36-49 years old, 50 years old and above;
(3) type of role of the central character(s): relationship with others (friends, son/daughter,
brother/sister, parent/grandparent, spouse/couple, teacher, student, and worker) or non-
relationship role (celebrity, narrator, typical user and others); (4) productivity (Working/ non-
working): working roles refer to characters being depicted in occupational settings, while non-
working roles relate to home or outdoor settings; (5) type of occupation of the central
character(s): professional, managers/administrators, sales/service workers, secretaries/clerks,
factory workers, others; (6) credibility of the central character(s): product user,
authority/endorser, none.

Two graduate students in each country coded each sample independently. The coders
were carefully trained by the researchers and, after pretesting about 10% of the each sample
commercials, worked independently on each other. Discrepancies among coders were settled
by the decision of the researchers. The inter-coder reliability measure (cf. Perrault and Leigh,
1989) for the Hong Kong sample was 0.97 and that of the Korean sample was 0.96.

Results
The Korean sample showed a higher proportion of relationship roles than the Hong Kong

sample (HK: 44.5%; Korea: 48.8%), however, the distribution of the relationship roles of the
central characters showed no significant difference between the two samples (c2 = 2.18, p
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> .05) (Table 1). In the Korean sample, female characters showed same proportions in
relationship roles (50%) and non -relationship roles (50%), while male characters showed
higher proportion of non-relationship roles (52.3%) than relationship roles (47.7%). In the
Hong Kong sample, both male and female characters showed higher proportion of non-
relationship roles (male: 53.3%, female: 57.8%) than relationship roles (male: 46.7%; female:
42.2%). However, the sex-differences in the relationship roles in both samples were not
statistically siginificant (p > .05). As a result, commercial characters were as equally likely to
be portrayed in relationship with others in Hong Kong (a masculine society) and in Korea (a
feminine society), therefore, H1 was rejected.

Most of the central characters were shown in non-working situation and only eleven to
fifteen percent of the central characters were shown in working situation for both samples.
There was no significant difference in the working/non-working roles of the central characters
between the two samples (HK: 15.4%, Korea: 11.3%, c2 = 4.3, p > .05), therefore, H2 was
supported. As a result, it can be said that the masculinity score of the country is not related to
the working role portrayal of commerical characters.
    There were found significant differences in the age between the male and female
characters in both samples (HK: c2 = 21.88, p < .01; Korea: c2 = 27.61, p < .01) (Table 2).
Among the characters 13 years old and above, male characters had a higher proportion in the
group of 36 years and above, while female characters had a higher proportion in the group
between 20 and 35 years. In both samples, male characters were more likely to be depicted in
the working roles than female characters (HK: c2 = 5.0, p < .05; Korea: c2 = 4.9, p < .05). For
the majority of central characters, the type of occupation could not be identified (HK: 66.7%,
Korea: 65.9%). Both male and female characters in the Hong Kong sample had relatively
equal proportions of managers/administrators and professionals (males 11.0%, females 8.7%,
p > .05), while male characters had a higher proportion than female characters in the Korean
sample (males 28.2%, females 14.3%, p < .05). A significant difference in credibility between
the male and female characters was found in the Korean sample but not in the Hong Kong
sample. In Korea, male characters were more likely to be presented as authority persons in
product recommendation, whereas female characters were more likely to be presented as
product users (c2 = 8.44, p < .05). These results showed that gender differentiation was
reflected in the age and working role of the characters in both countries. However, greater
sex-role differences were reflected in the occupation and credibility variables of the Korean
sample, not the Hong Kong sample. Therefore, H3 was supported only in the age and working
role of characters.

Comparing female characters between the two samples, significant differences were
found in the age (c2 = 16.01, p < .01), occupation (c2 =16.30, p < .05) and credibility
variables (c2 = 260.79, p < .01) (Table 3). Among the characters 13 years old and above,
female characters in both samples had equal proportions in the age of 20 to 35 years (67.9%
vs. 69.5%), while female characters in the Korean sample had a higher proportion in the age
of 36 years and above than in the Hong Kong sample (13.7% vs. 6.4%). The Hong Kong
sample had a higher proportion of the female characters employed as white collar (non-
professional) and blue-collar workers (HK 8.6%, Korea 5.0%), whereas the Korean sample
had a higher proportion of the female characters employed as professionals and
managers/administrators (Korea 14.3%, HK 8.7%). However, female characters in the Hong
Kong sample were more presented as a product user (HK 43.8%, Korea 3.45) and authority
figures (HK 39% vs. Korea 15.6%) than in Korea. As a result, female characters in Hong
Kong commercials were depicted as being younger and less in high-level occupation, but
more credible than in Korean commercials. Therefore, H4 was partly rejected.
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Discussion
The current study showed mixed results on the effects of cultural differences along the

masculinity/femininity on gender role portrayal in society. The masculinity scores of
countries seem not directly related to the relationship and working role portrayals of
commercial characters. Gender differentiation is reflected in the age and working role of the
characters in both countries and greater sex-role differences are reflected in occupation and
credibility in Korea, a feminine society, not in Hong Kong, a masculine society. Meanwhile,
masculnity scores are found to be related to female stereotyping in terms of age and
occupation. Compared to Korea, television commercials in Hong Kong portray female
characters as being younger and less in high-level occupation.

A lack of difference in the relationship role depictions between the two countries could
be attributed to heavy use of celebrity endorsements in both countries. Korean television
commercials especially overuse celebrities, who not only behave as endorsers but more
appear as a product model or a spokesperson, and advertising campaigns in Hong Kong also
make increasing use of local celebrities (Pae et. al., 2002). Also, the depiction of working
roles as a proxy for the masculine value of productivity was found not definitive. The
majority of central characters in both countries were not depicted in the working condition
and the characters in working roles were seldom featured as employers and employees.

The result that greater sex-role differences in occupation and credibility were found in
Korea than Hong Kong shows counter-evidence for the Hofstede’s framework that there
would be more sex-role differences in masculine countries than in feminine countries. It
reveals that Korean society is male-dominated, while Hong Kong is more egalitarian. It also
illustrates roles that masculinity dimension does not play, such as the male chauvinism is still
found in “feminine” Korea. However, Korean society is changing apparently in terms of
women’s issues and rights and the recent changes may create greater sensitivity to the issue of
stereotyping in adverting.

           Practical and Theoretical Implications
Gender is a critical factor in developing marketing strategy via advertising messages

emphasizing information that is thought to persuade the male or female target (cf. Worlin,
2003). The finding that television commercials in both Hong Kong and Korea contain similar
level of gender role portrayals provide managerial implications for international advertisers to
approach Asian consumers as homogeneous in terms of gender image in advertising
communication. It is observed there is tendency towards increasingly homogeneous cross-
cultural groups with similar needs, which can be approached in the same way in Asian
countries. The multinational corporations especially tend to create a unified message and
adopt similar executions (Tai, 1997), therefore, it can be argued that gender portrayal is
increasingly converging across the countries in the region.

This study also confirms that the difference on the masculinity dimension is not able to
elucidate all differences in gender role portrayals in television advertising, thus, the concept of
‘gender of nations’ needs further examination. Possible interactions among the cultural
dimensions could be considered in analyzing the role depictions - for example, a
configuration of collectivism and femininity in the relationship with others (De Mooij, 2003).
    Many countries in Asia have been rapidly industrialized during the past few decades and
may struggle with how to reconcile conflicts between traditional values and new values.
Therefore, in exploring the relationship between gender portrayal and advertising
effectiveness, it may be necessary to investigate how and to what extent the changing nature
of society affects gender stereotyping in one country as well as among countries in this region.
In this light, differences in levels of interest in the gender typed content of television
programming, advertising ethics codes, and women’s movement activity are possible
explanations that warrant further research attention.
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Table 1. Relationship role of central characters by society

  HK
(n=481)

Korea
(n=725)

Variables F % F %

Role
Friend 67 13.9 110 15.2
Child 31 6.4 59 8.1
Brother/Sister 18 3.7 0 0
Parent/Grandparent 32 6.7 85 11.7
Spouse/Couple 49 10.2 60 8.3
Teacher 7 1.5 6 0.8
Student 10 2.1 34 4.7
Worker 56 11.6 21 2.9
Celebrity 71 14.8 160 22.1
Narrator 23 4.8 30 4.1
Typical user 84 17.5 121 16.7
Other 33 6.9 39 5.4

Role (recoded)
Relationship 214 44.5 354 48.8
Non-relationship 267 55.5 371 51.2

Role (male vs. female) Male Female Male Female
(n=227) (n=249) (n=367) (n=358)

Relationship (%) 46.7 42.2 47.7 50.0
Non-relationship (%) 53.3 57.8 52.3 50.0
______________________
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Table 2. Characteristics of male and female characters by society (N=1201)

      Hong Kong Korea

Variables
Male

(n=227)
Female

(n=249)
Male

(n=367)
Female

(n=358)
Age % % % %
Under 13 25.6 16.1 15.0 9.5
13-19 7.9 8.0 6.8 8.9
20-35 52.9 69.5 53.4 67.9
36-49 9.3 3.2 14.7 10.6
50 and above 4.4 3.2 10.1 3.1

Productivity
Working 19.4 12.0 13.9 8.1
Non-working 80.6 88.0 86.1 91.9

Occupation
Managers/administrators 3.4 3.3 9.2 1.4
Professionals 7.6      5.4 19.0 12.9
Secretaries/clerks 1.7 4.3 0 0.7
Sales/service workers 10.2 4.3 3.7 3.6
Factory workers 0.8    0 1.2 0.7
Others 10.2 15.2 9.8 4.3
Unidentified 66.1 67.4 57.1 76.3

Credibility
Product user 40.5 43.8 2.2 3.4
Authority 33.9 39.0 24.0 15.6
None 25.6 17.3 73.8 81.0
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Table 3. Characteristics of female characters by society (N=607)

      Hong Kong (n=249) Korea (n=358)

Variables
Age F % F %
Under 13 40 16.1 34 9.5
13-19 20 8.0 32 8.9
20-35 173 69.5 243 67.9
36-49 8 3.2 38 10.6
50 and above 8 3.2 11 3.1

Productivity
Working 30 12.0 29 8.1
Non-working 219 88.0 329 91.9

Occupation
Managers/administrators 3 3.3 2 1.4
Professionals 5      5.4 18 12.9
Secretaries/clerks 4 4.3 1 0.7
Sales/service workers 4 4.3 5 3.6
Factory workers 0    0 1 0.7
Others 14 15.2 6 4.3
Unidentified 62 67.4 106 76.3

Credibility
Product user 109 43.8 12 3.4
Authority 97 39.0 56 15.6
None 43 17.3 290 81.0


