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A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 

 

Does sexualised imagery in advertising need to be controlled by statutory 

regulation? 

“The ASA continues to receive many more complaints about the way women are shown 

in advertisements than it does men, with the most common complaints objecting to the 

gratuitous use of the female image or advertisements seen to reinforce negative gender 

stereotypes”. These were the words of Anna van Heeswijk, Chief Executive Officer, 

Object, proposing the motion ‘Sexualised imagery in advertising needs to be controlled 

by statutory regulation’ at the Debating Group debate at the House of Commons on 9
th

 

July 2012. The debate was sponsored by the Outdoor Media Centre and chaired by Jo 

Swinson, MP for East Dunbartonshire and PPS to the Deputy Prime Minister. 

Anna van Heeswijk pointed out that whatever our views of advertising, we have to recognise 

its power and reach. It is inescapable in the Western world – and increasingly elsewhere too. 

It is estimated that the average US citizen sees or hears 3,000 advertisements each day, and it 

is unlikely that figures would be considerably different in the UK. 

As well as its ubiquity, advertising is central to the political economy of the media as a 

whole, thereby influencing the content of media more broadly. Indeed, the impact of the 

advertising industry in terms, not only reflecting, but also shaping the wants, views and 

perceptions of society, has led to the industry being compared with education and organised 

religion in terms of its reach and influence. 

In relation to gender ideologies, advertising has long been criticised for its heavy reliance on 

gendered stereotypes, with both scientific studies over the last few decades, and the most 

casual viewing demonstrating the way in which women have been, and continue to be, 

portrayed almost exclusively as housewives and sex objects. 

One of the most notable changes over the last decade, however, has been the extent to which 

these roles have converged so that, rather than distinguishing between the ‘mother’ and the 

‘sex object’, women are now increasingly sexualised across the board, no matter their 

identity. Studies show that this has led to, and been accompanied by a significant increase in 

the more overt portrayals of women as sex objects, which has no parallel for men. This is 

important as it demonstrates the gendered nature of the sexualisation debate. 

The ASA background briefing paper on the issue of the portrayal of women, last updated in 

December 2011 ‘Taste and decency: depiction of women’ refers to the ‘subjectivity of what it 
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describes as ‘taste and decency issues’: “Ads should contain nothing that is likely to cause 

serious or widespread offence. Particular care should be taken to avoid causing offence on the 

grounds of race, religion, sex, sexual orientation or disability”. It explains that “Compliance 

is judged on the context, medium, audience, product and prevailing standards of decency”. 

As well as these general rules further guidelines have been issued in relation to sexualised 

advertising in outdoor settings, largely in response to the Bailey Review. These attempts to 

address the increased hyper-sexualisation, mainly of women, are welcomed as an important 

first step. However, Anna van Heeswijk believes that there are fundamental weaknesses in 

the ASA approach to sexualised imagery. 

First, to define the sexual objectification of women and girls as an issue of ‘taste and 

decency’ as opposed to an aspect of discrimination, is to trivialise the issue by rendering it 

subjective.  

Secondly, attempts to judge complaints on the basis of ‘prevailing standards of decency’ is 

further problematic. It relies upon interpretation of what would be considered to cause 

widespread offence within a culture which is itself influenced by media and advertising. And 

it allows for the case that a form of discrimination can become so normalised that it no longer 

stands out as ‘indecent’, even though the harms associated with the discrimination remain. 

Indeed it can be argued that this is the case with the pornification of society, that as 

pornography and pornified images have become increasingly mainstream and seeped into 

every aspect of our popular culture, it has become increasingly normal for women’s bodies to 

be sexualised and objectified in different media forums. Anna van Heeswijk questioned 

whether the ubiquity of the images makes it OK. Does a discriminatory portrayal of a group 

suddenly become acceptable because it is placed in and amongst other discriminatory images 

and therefore doesn’t stand out? She suggested that this does not sound like a sound basis on 

which to judge complaints related to discrimination. 

In the UK, two recent Government-commissioned reviews into ‘sexualisation', the Bailey 

Review (2011) and the review by Dr Linda Papadopoulos (2010) have highlighted the extent 

to which women and girls are increasingly sexualised and objectified in the media, and the 

harmful effects this sex-object culture has on society. 

The effects of this sexual objectification on women and girls is devastating, with recent 

studies showing that pressures to become sexualised has led to girls across all social strata 

reporting mental disorders at a rate of 44% – making them the most depressed section of the 

population. Furthermore, the British Medical Association published a report in 2000 linking 

the use of ‘abnormally thin’ women in the media to the rise in the number of girls and women 

suffering from eating disorders. Research conducted by the Future Foundation think tank in 

April 2012 found that one in four girls has low self-esteem, concluding that Britain could lose 

some 319,000 future business women, lawyers and doctors, as well as more than 60 MPs by 

2050 unless young women can be helped to retain confidence in their own abilities. 

As well as stifling the self-esteem and aspirations of girls, the persistent portrayal of women 

as objects to be judged negatively impacts the attitudes of boys and men and the ways in 

which they view and treat women and girls. Indeed, emerging evidence suggests that the 

sexual objectification of women and girls is ‘reinforcing the views of many young men that 

women are always available for sex’. In its review of the literature on this topic, the 

American Psychological Association states that “overall it is argued that exposure to 

sexualised depictions of women may lead to global thoughts that women are seductive and 

frivolous sex objects... and foster an overall climate that does not value girls’ and women’s 
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voices or contributions to society”. The APA further found that after being exposed to images 

that sexually objectify women, men are significantly more accepting of sexual harassment, 

interpersonal violence, rape myths and sex role stereotypes. This link between sex object 

culture and male violence is supported by the UK-based End Violence Against Women 

Coalition, which has persistently called on the UK Government to tackle the sexualisation of 

women and girls, because it provides a ‘conducive context’ for violence against women. 

Although advertising images may not cause these problems in and of themselves, they have 

been shown to play a major contributory factor and, unless challenged will continue to create 

a climate in which the marketing of women’s bodies as sex objects is seen as acceptable. For 

Anna van Heeswijk this is far from harmless. 

She went on to stress that when we acknowledge that the sexual objectification of women is 

an issue of discrimination and harm, not one of taste and decency, it is possible to draw on 

academic criteria and evidence-based scientific research to both construct new guidelines and 

to back up the need for regulation. 

A recent article in Ms Magazine builds upon the criteria outlined by Nussbaum (1995) and 

Langton (2009) in relation to the objectification process, to devise a ‘Sex Object Test’ to 

measure the presence of the sexual objectivisation in images. In this article the author 

proposes that sexual objectification is present if the answers to any of the following questions 

is ‘yes’: 

 Does the image show only part(s) of a sexualised person’s body?  

 Does the image present a sexualised person as a stand-in for an object? 

 Does the image show sexualised persons as interchangeable? 

 Does the image affirm the idea of violating the bodily integrity of sexualised person 
who can’t comment? 

 Does the image suggest that sexual availability is the defining characteristic of the 
person? 

 Does the image show a sexualised person as a commodity that can be bought and 

sold? 

 Does the image treat a sexualised person’s body as a canvas? 

In giving examples of advertisements in all these categories, Anna van Heeswijk suggested 

that similar criteria could easily by adopted by the ASA to make its judgements less 

subjective and more evidence-based. She stressed that it is not the portrayal of sex or nudity 

in advertising which she challenges but rather the persistent sexual objectification. There is 

much research into the harms associated with this objectification process in relation to male-

female relations and gender roles which has been shown to impact upon the health and well-

being of girls and women, and to play a role in reinforcing discrimination and even violence 

against women and girls. In the light of such evidence, it is wholly inadequate and 

inappropriate to regulate sexually objectifying imagery in relation to subjective notions of 

taste and decency, which actually serve to trivialise the issue. A more appropriate guide for 

regulation would be to use, and to build upon criteria which addresses objectification and in 

particular, sexual objectification. There is no reason why a self-regulatory system could not 

devise and impose such guidelines. However, the inability of the industry to impose these 

restrictions on itself, and given the harms associated with this persistent portrayal of women, 

it becomes clear that ultimately responsibility must lie with Government to ensure that action 

is taken. 
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This action could take many forms, and should not undermine principles of freedom of 

expression, and would not even necessarily undermine the self-regulatory system. For 

example, in Spain, a 2004 law against violence against women effectively bans advertising 

which uses women’s images in a humiliating or discriminatory way. This does not undermine 

the principle of self-regulation, but provides a clear framework for the industry to operate 

within. In 2007, further legislation was introduced to include measures to combat advertising 

with discriminatory content. 

Although a self-regulatory regime is generally preferred, the European Council Committee 

members stated that “the Committee of Ministers does not deem it indispensable that 

incitement to discrimination in advertising be classed as a criminal offence in the member 

states’ domestic law”, further demonstrating the possibility for legislation against sexually 

objectifying imagery as a means of complementing and supporting self-regulation. Ultimately 

it is the responsibility of Government to promote equality and to challenge discriminatory 

attitudes and behaviours which impact upon the equal opportunities of its citizens. Indeed, the 

UN Convention to Eliminate Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) has repeatedly 

called on the British Government to take action against the objectification of women in the 

media. 

Anna van Heeswijk concluded by maintaining that the Government can no longer hide 

behind ‘self-regulation’ and allow for this sexual objectification of women, and the effects it 

has on the sexualisation of children to continue unchecked. She called for action and for the 

Government to take a leading role in ensuring an evidence-based approach to tackling the 

widespread objectification of women in advertising. Equality for women and girls is no trivial 

matter. 

Effective regulation 

Opposing the motion, Guy Parker, Chief Executive, Advertising Standards Authority, 

pointed out that the motion was not about the broader issue of gender portrayal in the wider 

media. Nor was it about the broader issue of the objectivisation of women in the wider media. 

The motion was about sexualised imagery in advertising. He believes that sexualised imagery 

in advertising does need to be controlled by regulation. He does not wish to see inappropriate 

sexual imagery in advertisements; nor does he wish his children to see it. But that control 

does not need to be statutory. The current system of advertising regulation – self-regulation 

with an independent ASA policing it – is exercising the right amount of control over sexual 

imagery in advertisements. The natural checks and balances mean that most individuals 

working for most advertisers and agencies behave responsibly most of the time. But not 

everyone, all of the time. That’s why we need the ASA. 

The ASA system is considered to be one of the best advertising regulatory systems in the 

world. It is accessible. Over 31,000 people complained to it last year over 22,000 

advertisements. It took them a matter of minutes and it was free. The ASA is also fast: faster 

than the Courts. On average, cases are resolved in 12 days. It is flexible, responding to 

changes in technology and consumer behaviour. Last year the system was extended to cover 

companies’ own advertising on their own websites and social media spaces. It is evidence-

based. If there is robust evidence that advertising is causing harm, the ASA responds to it by 

ensuring that the rules are set and administered tightly. But it is not for the ASA to speculate 

on what might be harmful. 
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It is tough when it needs to be. There is evidence of this at the ‘upheld’ rulings published 

weekly on its website and on the adjudications section for Apple, L’Oreal, Mars, Nestle, P & 

G, Unilever – indeed any top global advertiser. 

The ASA is effective. Banned advertisements cannot appear again, and last year over 4,500 

were directly banned. Advertisers suffer the cost and inconvenience of having to pull 

campaigns. The published rulings lead to reputational damage that can be devastating to 

responsible advertisers. 

In respect of advertisers looking for publicity, if they are deliberately courting notoriety, the 

ASA enforces mandatory pre-vetting, with poster contractors, for example, refusing to put up 

their posters unless they have been checked first by the ASA. 

It is also proactive. There is a myth that the ASA only responds to complaints. But last year it 

checked thousands of advertisement that were not subject to complaints and took action 

where necessary. It exists to help advertisers get it right. Last year it provided advice and 

training to the industry on over 97,000 occasions. Prevention is better than cure. 

The ASA is responsive to changes in public sensibilities.  Its role is to reflect prevailing 

moral standards in society, not to shape them. It is not a social engineer. It is not for the ASA 

to tell the public what they ought to find offensive. 

Guy Parker went on to report what is known about public attitudes to sexual imagery, both 

from complaints to the ASA and from the most recent published research. 

 Only 1.5% of complaints to the ASA are about sexualised images, for example in 
lingerie, perfume or deodorant advertisements. 

 In recently published Credos research, commissioned by the Outdoor Media Centre 
just 11% of people, when prompted, said they were likely to be offended by outdoor 

advertisements. 

 Asked to rank ten outdoor advertisements in order of offensiveness, the top-ranked – a 

poster for a lap dancing club that was banned in 2009 – offended just under a third of 

those polled. 

 The outdoor advertisements people found most offensive, including the one just 
mentioned, had all been banned by the ASA. 

Research consistently shows that the public think that the ASA’s decisions featuring 

sexualised images are about right. Guy Parker conceded they were about right but not 

completely right and went on to discuss the main rule in the Codes, media context and what 

has changed in the past year. 

The Advertising Codes have long required that advertisements are legal, decent, honest and 

truthful. The principle rule is that they must not contain anything that is likely to cause 

serious or widespread offence. Particular care must be taken to avoid causing offence on the 

grounds of race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, disability or age. Compliance is judged 

on the context, medium, audience, product and prevailing standards. And advertisements 

must not harm children: they must be socially responsible. So the test is ‘serious or 

widespread offence’ and the balance must be struck between protecting the public and 

allowing companies and organisations to advertise freely but responsibly. There are also key 

rules on harm and social responsibility. The ASA does not ban each and every example of 

sexualised imagery in advertising. Nor should it. It knows that the public judges that media 

context is often key. That is why the Sophie Dahl advertisement for Opium perfume was 
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acceptable in appropriately targeted magazines, but not on posters on the high street that 

people could not avoid. But even media context does not provide carte blanche: it did not 

prevent the recent ASA ban of overtly sexualised images of very young-looking women on 

American Apparel’s website, hardly an untargeted medium. 

As for what has changed: the ASA has tightened up on sexualised images in advertising in 

response to growing evidence that the public supported that move. Research undertaken in 

Cardiff a year and a half ago, supported by feedback and evidence in the Bailey Review, 

confirmed that the ASA needed to tighten up. A statement was therefore issued to the 

industry last October that overtly sexual advertisements on posters would no longer be 

countenanced. Advertisements for breaching this have since been banned, including an M & 

S lingerie advertisement that appeared on bus sides, which was ruled as too sexualised for 

that untargeted medium, as well as online and poster advertisements for Lynx, which was 

ruled as likely to cause serious or widespread offence by objectifying women. There has been 

very little in the way of overtly sexualised outdoor imagery placed inappropriately since 

October last year. 

The tightening up has worked. “The ASA has done what it says on the tin”. It has responded 

to changes in public attitudes. It has also created a parents’ page on its website and a parents’ 

leaflet, explaining advertising standards and how parents can raise concerns. 

The ASA has commissioned Ipsos Mori to conduct research on harm and offence, which 

obviously covers sexualised imagery. Initial findings suggest that the public now thinks the 

ASA is getting it right on this subject. If anything it thinks one or two recent decisions have 

been on the strict side. A School Engagement Programme will be launched next year so that 

the ASA can hear what children have to say on an ongoing basis and increase their 

knowledge of how advertising works and how they can hold it to account. The ASA has also 

helped to set up and promote ParentPort, the media regulators’ one stop shop website for 

protecting children from inappropriate material. 

The ASA has responded fully, and continues to respond, to the recommendations in Reg 

Bailey’s Letting children be children report. This has been recognised by Reg Bailey, the 

Department of Education and the European Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender 

Equality. Less than three weeks ago, the latter published an own-initiative report on the 

sexualisation of girls in which it encourages the Commission to promote and propagate good 

practices and standards already individually developed in certain EU countries such as the 

UK, arising from an awareness of the problem and a well-developed sense of corporate social 

responsibility and involving the introduction of self-regulation. 

Guy Parker stressed that we have a system of regulation that the industry funds, contributes to 

and respects. It is a system that is accountable to the public, reflects its sensibilities and which 

the public thinks is striking the right balance. It is widely seen to have responded fully and 

appropriately to the recommendations in Letting children be children. 

Statutory regulations would not offer an improvement on the system we have today: it would 

make things worse. How would legislation be worded? What the public thinks of the types of 

images out there today has been researched. The ASA Council members – made up of 

grounded people, including an equality and diversity consultant, the ex-chief of Barnados and 

a former head teacher – make the final decision, taking into account the nuances of each case. 

“Do we really want to let the lawyers loose on what constitutes ‘sexualised imagery?” asked 

Guy Parker. How would legislation get the buy-in of industry, which has been such a key 

factor in the vast majority of advertisers responding positively to the ASA’s Autumn 
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Statement? He questioned who would administer the law? The police? The Equality and 

Human Rights Commission? A new statutory regulator? And how would that make any 

difference, unless it is thought that a new law or statutory regulator would be tougher on 

advertisers and advertising, banning all sexualised imagery, however mild? Or tightening up 

even further than the ASA already has. 

But the Human Rights Act means that it does not matter whether you are a statutory regulator 

or a self-regulator, restrictions that cannot be justified by good evidence will be struck down 

by the Courts at judicial review. There is no absolute right to free commercial expression. If 

there was the ASA would not exist. But if you restrict, you have to have good justification. It 

all comes down to the evidence. And there is not good enough evidence of harm and certainly 

not justification in the form of public concern to justify an outright ban or further tightening 

up. 

Guy Parker conceded that this is now. Good new research might appear. Public sensibilities 

might change. If that happens, the ASA’s track record proves that it will respond. 

This leaves us with the symbolic value of legislation – the theory that a new law sends a 

powerful signal. The presumption is that because a law is passed, it will be followed. Guy 

Parker pointed out that a new law has been passed that a person commits an offence if he 

places on or around a public telephone an advertisement relating to prostitution. In 2001, sex 

cards became illegal. It is now 2012 and there are hundreds of them every day in phone 

boxes. Statutory regulation does not mean effective regulation. 

What matters is that the system in place gets the best result for the public, for business and 

for society. What matters is that regulation protects children and young people from harm, 

and enforces the standards expected by society. What matters is that regulation is responsive 

to evidence and, in its absence, acts sensibly, with reason and moderation. Guy Parker 

concluded, “What matters is not statutory but effective regulation. And that is what we have 

got”. 

Limits of offence 

Seconding the motion, Elizabeth Wilmott Harrop, Consultant to the New Zealand 

Government on the Sexualisation and Commercialisation of Children, began by referring 

to the report of the Outdoor Media Centre and Credos on ‘Public attitudes towards outdoor 

advertising’ which asked ‘How likely are you to be offended’ by a range of advertisements 

focusing on sexualised imagery. Responses were graded from ‘very offensive’ to ‘not at all 

offensive’. The ASA which is required to prohibit advertisements causing ‘serious or 

widespread offence’ concluded from the results that it is drawing the right line on sexual 

imagery in advertising.  

However, for Elizabeth Wilmott Harrop, the crux of the report is not in the statistics, but in 

the use of the term ‘offensive’. In a world where 

  new technologies have normalised the distribution of explicit offensive material 

  fly on the wall television hopes to facilitate live sex and is considered frivolous 
entertainment 

 sexual violence and drug addiction are glamorised to become mainstream song lyrics 

and images in coffee table reading 

 a child’s sexuality education is informed by depictions of sexual aggression and anal 
sex from pornography, 
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the limits of offence are high and wide and using it as a standard opens a floodgate of 

unwelcome material into our material world. “Where”, asked Elizabeth Wilmott Harrop. “Is 

our sense not of offence, but of the appropriate? She cited six contemporary advertisements. 

 A National Institute of Carpet and Floorlayers advertisement depicting a woman in a 
see-through black lace dress, lying on the floor with the word ‘Wanted, professional 

layers!’ 

 A Juicy Couture perfume advertisement showing an adolescent girl, sitting on a bed 

with a see-through net skirt, off-the-shoulder top, with her legs apart. 

 A Miss Sixty advertisement showing a model lying on her side, naked other than high 
shoes and tiny denim shorts, her legs apart and buttocks raised. 

 A Viktor and Rolf perfume advertisement with a naked model, gauze over her face, 
black ribbon around her breasts and body emulating bondage. 

 At train stations you can currently see posters with a Barbie style topless woman with 
a strapline asking ‘Fame, money, power. What price would you pay?’ The 

implication being prostitution. 

 Easyjet magazine, which is in every seat pocket, has a swimsuit advertisement, using 

a model with a sexually suggestive expression and pose, tugging on her bikini 

bottoms. 

The age of female models in many such advertisements is ambiguous and sits between 

adulthood and childhood, defined as under 18 by the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child. Seeing is believing. We are far more accepting of the truth and integrity of an 

image than of discourse. What is considered inoffensive according to research can still 

show women and girls objectified and sexualised to the detriment of all. 

According to the European Parliament “Advertising and marketing create culture rather 

than just reflect it, our concepts of gender being socially constructed and advertisements 

helping us construct them...gender stereotyping in advertising straightjackets women, 

men, girls and boys by restricting individuals to predetermined and artificial roles that are 

often degrading and humiliating. The United Nations Committee on the Elimination of 

Discrimination of Women which oversees the women’s rights convention CEDAW 

(Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women) has 

registered its concern with stereotyped media portrayals of women in the UK”. 

The UK government responded saying it “does not seek to interfere in what a newspaper 

or magazine chooses to publish”. Elizabeth Wilmott Harrop maintained that this response 

is not good enough. Self-regulation by the advertising industry can give banned 

advertisements a barrage of further publicity after their initial airing and offers no 

significant financial or legal sanctions. The advertisements then remain on the Internet, 

albeit not on the advertisers’ own website. 

The ASA recently banned advertisements by American Apparel on the basis that they 

were ‘exploitative and inappropriately sexualised young women’. “When”, asked 

Elizabeth Wilmott Harrop, “will we get to the point where such advertisements do not 

appear in the first place? That is effective regulation”. 

She went on to discuss the human rights issue. The UN CEDAW Committee also noted that 

the UK’s stereotyped media portrayals – of which sexualised imagery in advertising forms a 

part – “contribute to women’s disadvantaged position in a number of areas, including the 

labour market. She maintained that this was a human rights issue in terms of health, freedom 
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from discrimination, and the right to be free from violence and abuse. She cited a number of 

such instances: 

 Effects of girls’ exposure to sexually objectifying images on development, self-
esteem, mental and sexual health, risk factors for early pregnancy and abortion 

and future career success. 

 Studies show that adults who view sexually objectifying images of women in 

mainstream media are more accepting of violence. 

 The rising number of children at risk of sexual exploitation in the UK is linked in 
part of overtly sexual content in the media. Sexualised behaviour in children, 

linked to sexualisation, is both an indicator and risk factor for child sexual 

exploitation. 

Elizabeth Wilmott Harrop presented further statistics relating to the position of women and 

children at risk:  

- children account for 34% of hospital stays for eating disorders;  

- by the age of 10, a third of children have been exposed to explicit pornography on the 

Internet;  

- more than a quarter of people think a woman is partially or totally responsible for 

being raped if she was wearing sexy or revealing clothing;  

- Britain has the world’s third highest proportion of teenagers who are sexually active 

at an early age and the highest teenage birth and abortion rates in Western Europe; 

- depictions of violence against teenage girls on television have risen 400% in 5 years; 

- 280,000 teenage girls in the UK suffer from sexual assault believing it is an accepted 

part of a relationship or don’t know how to stop it. 

- It will take 70 more years before we have an equal number of women MPs and 

Directors in the FTSE l00. 

Elizabeth Wilmott Harrop maintained that this is a world which she will not accept and which 

she will try and change, piece by piece. She believes that this is something we can do. The 

European Parliament states “responsible advertising can ...be a strong tool in challenging and 

tackling stereotypes”. She concluded “We have to force the advertising industry to be what it 

prides itself on being – creative. Being creative in exploring equitable, respectful and positive 

ways to represent gender, identity and youth”. She believes that self-regulation is failing to 

control the objectification of women, the denigration of childhood through sexualised images 

of young people, and the affront to gendered identities, which advertisements continue to 

portray. 

Brand guardian 

Seconding the opposition Caitlin Ryan, Executive Creative Director, Proximity London, 

pointed out that an important initial level of regulation is the responsibility of being a brand 

guardian. As Creative Director in an advertising agency her job is to represent and have 

guardianship over brands. An agency looks for ways to connect with consumers – not ways to 

alienate or demean them. She creatively directs across numerous brands that market to 

women and in particular mothers – from P & G, Johnson and Johnson, Kraft, Great Ormond 

Street Hospital, as well as brands with a broader target market such as VW, Shell, Capital 

One, Aviva, Royal Mail and the RNLI. 

None of these brands, and they are some of the UK’s biggest advertisers, want the reputation 

of being out of touch or ignorant of the population’s taste and sensibility – in fact the agency 
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strives for exactly the opposite.  It spends a lot of time and resource in research and focus 

groups ensuring that it reflects consumers’ beliefs and desires in order to create value and sell 

products and services in an appropriate, positive and effective way. This is difficult to 

achieve if you are using images that shock, offend or alienate. The rise of social media has 

also meant that a black mark against a brand does not disappear into the ether. Instead it can 

take on a life of its own with angry consumers on social networks organising boycotting of 

products if they are unhappy with a brand’s behaviour. 

However, as an industry we can and do get it wrong. Given that the aim of advertising is to 

find strong and compelling images to achieve cut-through and grab attention, it is constantly 

in search for the new, the different, the iconic. Because of this it is prudent and necessary to 

have regulation. In the desire to create compelling images, particularly in the fashion, lingerie 

and perfume sectors, the industry can go too far. As a mother of young children, Caitlin Ryan 

also has a personal interest in ensuring the industry she works for is not unnecessarily 

creating images or communicating in a way that is damaging to children. So she is definitely 

an advocate for regulation and constant monitoring of the industry’s output. 

“What then”, asked Caitlin Ryan, “is the appropriate way to regulate the advertising industry, 

particularly on its use of sexualised images in advertising?” She believes it is the system 

currently in place – the wider ASA system. 

She set out why she believes that the ASA self-regulation model works. First, the ASA 

represents the public, not the advertising industry. There seems to be concern that the ASA is 

an industry puppet and therefore does not have the necessary clout to bring it into line. It has 

been her experience that the ASA has both the muscle and the teeth to regulate the 

advertising industry successfully, because the industry considers that the ASA represents the 

all-powerful public, not its clients and not the industry. If members of the public have a 

problem with the advertising they see, they use the ASA to communicate the problem, the 

ASA makes a ruling and the industry reacts accordingly. 

Because the public has no political or monetary reasons to react either negatively or 

positively to advertising, Caitlin Ryan believes the ASA enjoys the same non-partisan 

position. This leads to an unbiased approach. She has never seen a pattern of favourable or 

unfavourable rulings, nor felt that the ASA is a pushover, or unwilling to act – no matter who 

or which brand is being investigated. 

Such is Caitlin Ryan’s faith in the effectiveness of the ASA she has used it herself to 

complain about an advertisement she found offensive – an advertisement with the headline 

‘Career women make bad mothers’ which ran on bus sides and on billboards a couple of 

years ago. She found the advertisement sexist, offensive and damaging. She lodged a 

complaint with the ASA and advised other offended working mothers to do the same. This is 

not something she would have done if her insider knowledge was that the ASA was just an 

industry puppet, unlikely to respond quickly and with effect, particularly as the advertiser 

was in this case the Outdoor Advertising Association. 

She believes that not only does the ASA respond and is non-partisan, but also is effective in 

changing behaviour. To have a ruling against you can be seen as very damaging to an 

advertising creative’s career and it is sure to get both an agency and client bad press. It is also 

an expensive mistake. In today’s market the cost of creating advertising is not negligible, and 

to have an advertisement pulled is not easy to explain or justify. Caitlin Ryan commented, “I 

certainly know no marketing director who would accept the lame excuse, ‘at least we 

shocked them’ ”. 



11 
 

 
 

She went on to discuss the relationship between the ASA system and the industry which 

funds it. One of the positive consequences of the wider ASA system being a self-regulating 

industry body is the value exchange that happens. The ASA takes a proactive approach to 

educating the industry on creating communications that are both responsible and effective. A 

good example of this is the statement it released last October on sexualised images in 

advertising. This gave very helpful guidance on what images would be considered to be 

‘overtly sexual’ and would therefore be pulled. This has had real impact on the industry and 

the industry has approached the issue in a positive way, wanting to work with the ASA and 

not against it. 

The industry also uses the ASA to give guidance on advertising before it goes public, an 

important service in creating communication that will meet business objectives and not be at 

risk of getting pulled. Caitlin Ryan questioned whether this is something a government body 

would be able to emulate without setting up exactly the same system, but at its cost, not the 

industry’s. 

The role of many modern parents of young children includes spending time monitoring and 

shutting down the Internet, turning off music videos, changing radio stations, checking the 

books their children read, the news stories they are exposed to and the classifications of the 

films they watch meet their own standards of what is appropriate and what is not. Parents stay 

proactive and vigilant. The reality is that there are many industries that contribute to the 

headache parents have in keeping children, children. With the limited resources and funding 

that there probably is, Caitlin Ryan is concerned that the motion is trying to tackle a wider 

problem in a misguided way. 

She is keen to continue to play a positive role in getting the balance right, by being proactive 

and working with her clients and a self-regulatory body such as the ASA system, not by 

handling the responsibility over to lawyers and bureaucrats. 

Discussion from the floor 

Contributors from the floor made the following points: 

For the motion: 

 The motion is about actual sexualisation in general. It is about men as well as women. 

Against the motion: 

 Reg Bailey, the author of the Bailey report, stressed that he is opposed to the 
sexualisation of children, but he pointed out that this involved a wider set of media. 

Parents are concerned with the sexualisation of public space. Outdoor advertising can 

be too sexually explicit. He gave the ASA an A* for its response to his report. If you 

go for a statutory system you get interminable lawyers' discussions. Energies would 

be wasted in getting round legislation, rather than working with it. Brand 

embarrassment is not an issue which would concern lawyers. Brand embarrassment is 

a tool for us and we work to encourage brand responsibility. 

 Social situations change rapidly. Women used to accept Oxo Mum. If you go for 

statutory regulation, you have to fix it in time – you are stuck with a particular time. 

The ASA is one of the best self-regulatory bodies in the country. If there are statutory 

regulations people will spend months examining examples of what is acceptable. 

Things change and we need common sense rather than legal norms. 
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 It is better to spend money on sexual relations education, than statutory regulations. 

 Although the contributor agreed with the proposers regarding discrimination, she did 

not support statutory regulation. She urged the industry to use its creativity to turn the 

tide of inequality. 

 What would layers bring to the industry? Clock ticking would not be helpful to the 
process. 

Undecided: 

 The contributor leaned in favour of the motion, believing that self-regulation has not 
always been working. Some advertisers do not regulate themselves. Some perfume 

advertisements in particular have attracted publicity because they have been banned. 

There should be more controlled regulation in the first place. 

Summing up 

Summing up for the opposition, Guy Parker pointed out that the motion is not about the 

wider issue of sexualised imagery but sexualised imagery in advertising. Sexual images are 

part of the wallpaper of our lives. Advertising is more tightly controlled in terms of 

sexualised imagery than other media, eg music, editorial content. Most advertising has a 

commercial imperative and causing offence or harm would be damaging. The situation in the 

US is different. US regulations are not the same as in the UK. The ASA banned an 

advertisement for American Apparel. 

The ASA is not going to ban advertisements before they are published: this would involve 

tremendous bureaucracy and costs. The ASA system is effective in regulating advertising in 

the UK. It adjusts to social changes and has responded actively in respect of outdoor 

advertising. 

Summing up for the motion, Anna van Heeswijk, stressed that she did not wish to lay the 

blame of sexualised imagery solely on advertising, but its power and reach was undeniable. 

Women and girls want equality but they cannot get this while they are sex objects. It is not an 

issue where we can achieve a world where nothing is offensive. We are talking about 

advertisements and there is a body of evidence showing that women are objectivised in 

adverting. Men are not sexualised in the same way. The ASA says it reflects rather than 

shapes prevailing moral standards. It is not up to the ASA to speculate what is harmful 

However, research has shown that such advertising is harmful. If it has been found to be 

harmful in the US, it could happen here. If it is not up to the ASA to issue guidelines, this 

implies a role for government. Government has to play its part to combating inequality and 

discrimination. When we talk about statuary regulation about sexual imagery it is part of the 

discrimination issue (compare the situation in Spain). Currently there is no government 

framework regarding the issue of harm. 

The result 

The motion was defeated. 

Next debate 

The next debate will take place on Monday 15
th

 October sponsored by the Advertising Association. 

For more details contact Doreen Blythe, Debating Group Secretary, on 020 8202 5854, e-mail: 

doreen.blythe22@btinternet.com  www.debatinggroup.org.uk 
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