European Parliament Resolution on how marketing and advertising affect equality between women and men
1.
Rapporteur: Eva Britt SVENSSON (GUE/NGL/SE)
2.
EP reference number: A6-0199/2008 / P6-TA-PROV(2008)0401
3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 3 September 2008

4.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality (FEMM)

5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution highlights the European Parliament's concerns regarding sexual stereotyping in advertising and marketing and seeks to eliminate it. Particular concerns are expressed in relation to the impact of such stereotyping on children (recital O and point 10).

The Parliament calls for further research to elucidate any link between gender stereotyping in advertising and gender inequality point 3); calls upon the Council, Commission and Member States to exploit and disseminate such research (point 4); emphasises the importance of Member States honouring commitments taken through the European Pact for Gender Equality and of MS and the European institutions adhering to agreed guidelines such as EQUAL (point 5, 6); calls on EU institutions to monitor the implementation of relevant provisions in European law (point 7); calls on EU institutions and Member States to develop awareness actions against sexist insults or degrading images of women or men in advertising and marketing (point 8); calls on MS to study and report on the image of women and men in advertising and marketing (point 9); calls on Member States to ensure that marketing and advertising guarantee respect for human dignity and are free of any incitement to hatred (point 19); considers that Member States should make official the award of prizes to reward advertising that breaks with stereotyping and presents a positive, status-enhancing image of women. (point 22); calls on Member States to develop educational initiatives that will promote gender equality by means of appropriate educational programmes (point 25).

6.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
I. Taking into account the short-form, ephemeral nature of advertising campaigns, the Commission is sceptical regarding the practicability of eliminating all stereotyping from advertising. Advertisers do not have much scope for character development in 30 second TV spots or briefly-glanced press advertisements, unlike in other types of media output, where there is much greater scope for avoiding or even challenging sexual stereotypes in order to achieve creative impact, for instance TV fiction. The wider role of editorial content is acknowledged in point 5.3 of the Roadmap for Gender Equality. "The media have a crucial role to play in combating gender stereotypes. It can contribute to presenting a realistic picture of the skills and potential of women and men in modern society and avoid portraying them in a degrading and offensive manner."

II. The Commission considers that the short-form nature of advertising campaigns means that they may therefore lapse into stereotyping for the purposes of defining particular groups of consumers. However, as advertising campaigns are ephemeral, advertisers can easily adjust their creative strategies to take into account changes in society, notably the expanding number of options open to women. There is strong evidence that the depiction of women in advertising has kept up with social change, which moves at different speeds in different Member States. Given the commercial and discretionary nature of advertising expenditure, one should not expect advertising to anticipate social change in the way that editorial media content often does.

III. Freedom of expression arguably provides a basis for tolerance of stereotyping in advertising given its limitations, as do wider considerations noted below. However, best practice techniques should be promoted to encourage other creative strategies, as the report notes. Industry advertising codes effectively deal with the objectionable stereotyping to be found in a small minority of advertising campaigns. Such campaigns prejudice human dignity and if they are audiovisual would be covered by Art. 3e of the Audiovisual Media Services Directive (AVMS), discussed below.

IV. In any assessment of the overall context, one should take into account the positive role that advertising plays in reducing the cover price of print media and in funding free online media, together with commercial television channels. There is a strong presumption that advertising makes a benign contribution overall, although individual campaigns may be irritating following many repetitions and sometimes poor in their execution, as any media content can be. The possibilities for promoting goods and services using "below the line" techniques - i.e. without using the media - are increasing. This suggests that heavy-handed interventions to limit stereotyping could be counter-productive in terms of overall media policy priorities, since they would divert promotional expenditure outside the media.  In addition, the evidence base linking stereotyping in advertising with gender inequality is weak, as the report seems to imply. For reasons described above any attempt to eliminate stereotyping in advertising and marketing is likely to prove counterproductive in practice, however desirable it may seems in theory.

V. In line with this analysis, the Commission will focus initially on its regulatory responsibilities, underlining the relevant obligation in the AVMS Directive, as it interacts with Member States regarding the transposition of that Directive.  AVMS Art. 3e imposes the following obligation: 1. Member States shall ensure that audiovisual commercial communications provided by media service providers under their jurisdiction comply with the following requirements…(c) audiovisual commercial communications shall not: (i) prejudice respect for human dignity (ii) include or promote any discrimination based on sex, racial or ethnic origin, nationality, religion or belief, disability, age or sexual orientation."

VI. The Commission will reflect on how these issues should be taken into account in any follow-up initiative to the Gender Roadmap and in its work on media literacy, which is relevant to the concerns expressed in the report. In 2002 and 2003, the Commission published a call for proposals in the framework of the eLearning Initiative to support media literacy projects, including projects analysing media representations and media values with special emphasis on race and gender stereotypes and misrepresentations of disabled people.

VII. In addition, the Commission will rise stereotyping in its contacts with the relevant self-regulatory bodies, which act as a conduit for wider concerns and best practice in fields such as advertising whether at national or European level.
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