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Advertising to gays and lesbians as a target demographic has been increasing in frequency and 

proliferation since the 1990s (Tsai and Lee).  According to a 2008 survey, gay spending power is 

expected to top $835 billion by 2011 (Witeck-Combs Communication). This represents a very lucrative 

demographic to manufacturers and advertisers, and much effort has been put into crafting 

advertisements that appeal to this group.  Typically, advertisements for gays and lesbians appear in gay 

periodicals (OUT, Advocate, Instinct, etc.) or during television programs or channels geared to this 

demographic (Elliot).  In this way, advertisers are able to reach a captive audience with relatively high 

discretionary income who share similar interests and views.  This is not to say, however, that gays are a 

homogenous group that thinks, responds, and purchases in the same way.  Due to the cost prohibitive 

nature of advertising to such a specific demographic, it appears that the advertisements aimed at this 

group respond to the most base and stereotypical assumptions of character.  In this brief survey, I 

review advertisements from mainstream brands that were aimed at soliciting purchases and/or support 

from gay men.   

I have chosen to only look at advertisements designed specifically to target gay men.  This is an 

important distinction, because there are many advertisements that are gay friendly and that gay people 

would identify with, but these more generally directed ads have been excluded from this assessment.  

Interestingly, advertisements that are run in magazines and television programming directed at a gay 

population are evaluated by consumers not only on their content, message, and product, but by their 

actual existence in the context.  People watching these programs or reading these magazines are, in 

essence, looking to see who is willing to advertise to them (Elliot).  This notion that by simply advertising 

in a gay publication, you win the support of the intended demographic is further emphasized by the 

celebration of perceived (and sometimes ranked) “gay friendliness” of the advertised company.  This is 
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evident in the Human Rights Campaign “Best Places to Work for LGBT Equality” symbols that appear on 

many advertisements in these contexts (See figures 1 and 2).  In addition to promoting the gay 

friendliness of a company to gain gay patronage, many companies attempt to identify even more with 

the gay community by aligning themselves with an important gay cause.  In the case of Kimpton Hotels 

& Restaurants, the company’s commitment to contributions to help fight the spread of HIV are used to 

show that this company has values that are aligned with their perceived audience (see figure 3).  “Wear 

the [AIDS Awareness] Ribbon with Kimpton” is essentially telling the reader that this company is already 

participating in charities that “you” as a gay man should be familiar/sympathetic to.  

Ironically, the aforementioned Kimpton Hotel advertisement (figure 3) is not only using a historically 

gay-oriented cause to promote their brand, but is using sex to solicit attention.  The young, shirtless, 

muscular model is holding his shoulder in a somewhat defensively feminine posture after being painted 

with a red ribbon.  This notion of the perfect form of man as a sex object is prevalent in advertisements 

aimed at gay men, and is a reflection of a culture that internally promotes hyper-masculine ideals 

coupled with a pervasive tendency towards strong homoerotic imagery.  “The hypersexual muscleman 

image in advertising helps to promote masculinity as the ideal standard of beauty for gay men” (Tsai and 

Lee).  This theme appears in many other advertisements reviewed in this assessment, all of which 

portray shirtless, muscled men in either a sexually charged position (figure 4), with sexual double 

entendre in the copy (figure 6), or a humorous, self-reflection of the male obsession with “size” (figure 

7).  This type of advertising can be offensive to many in the community who may not have this ideal 

figure (Tsai and Lee). 

Noticeably missing from many ads aimed at gay consumers is an equal representation of ethnic 

diversity.  Black men appear only twice in the November 2010 issue of Out magazine.  In one particular 

advertisement,  three presumably gay men are out having an “adventure” at 3:00am (see figure 5) The 
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white men are physically holding one another while the black man is tucked awkwardly behind them 

competing for space with the graphics and not contrasted in color with the silhouette of the building in 

the background.  The lack of ethnic diversity in advertising is prevalent in gay oriented ads, and is a 

reflection of the community as a whole.  According to a 2009 survey by the Human Rights Campaign, 

46% of African American gay respondents felt that they were either sometimes or frequently 

discriminated against by the gay community at large (Human Rights Campaign Foundation). There were 

no depictions of black, gay male couples in my assessment. 

On a more positive note, as the perception of the gay community continues to become more accepting 

in the United States, more advertisements are appearing that normalize the representation of gay men. 

“Americans' support for the moral acceptability of gay and lesbian relations crossed the symbolic 50% 

threshold in 2010. At the same time, the percentage calling these relations ‘morally wrong’ dropped to 

43%, the lowest in Gallup's decade-long trend” (Saad).  One example, an advertisement for Absolut 

vodka, shows a crowd cheering as Mark asks Steve to marry him on a jumbo-tron at a baseball game 

(see figure 8).  This advertisement not only breaks stereotypes by showing gay men as sports fans, but 

also shows an acceptance of their homosexuality within the context of a well known American pastime.  

In a similar sports-related advertising campaign, Orbitz recently aired television commercials on network 

and cable channels that showed a group of men playing golf on vacation.  Nothing about the men, the 

context of the ad, or the activity would give the assumption that they were gay.  One man, however, is 

seen wearing a shirt with the “equality” logo from the gay organization, Human Rights Campaign (see 

figure 9).  This advertisement communicates a product to multiple demographics simultaneously 

without alienation or the use of conventional stereotypes. 

The depiction of gay men in advertisements aimed at them for mainstream companies often use 

stereotypes of hyper-masculinity and homoeroticism to attract this consumer.  Additionally, 

advertisements for gay men typically lack ethnic diversity.  Consumers use (and sometimes exploit) their 
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affiliations with organizations and causes to identify with their gay male target demographic.  Finally, as 

public perceptions of the gay community continue to become more favorable, advertisements appear to 

follow suit by representing this segment of the population with fewer stereotypical conventions.  
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Figure 1 
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