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ABSTRACT 

 

Companies are still afraid of targeting LGBTI+ population. To extend research, authors 

apply sequential studies to explore the immediate and long-term effects of LGBTI+ 

imagery in fashion brands. Built on Stimulus-Organism-Response Model, authors 

present advertisements in print and immersive technology formats and measure viewers’ 

self- reported answers and physical changes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Throughout the last decades, previous studies have examined the impact of 

advertisement targeting homosexuals, with different levels of gay imagery explicitly, 

comparing the same image for the mainstream and gay windows, and considering the 

participants’ gender, as the gender of the actors in the advertisements (Oakenfull et al., 

2008; Puntoni et al., 2011). Nevertheless, it seems that literature does not keep up the 

pace, leaving us a whole world of possibilities for further research. The authors intend 

to study factors as emotions generated towards the homosexual advertising stimuli that 

influence the reaction of the participant in terms of their attitude towards the ad or the 

brand, and their intention to purchase the advertised brand. 

 

This research begins carrying out a systematic literature review (SLR) focused on the 

effects of advertising targeting LGBT+ consumers. The initial list has 571 potential 

articles in Web of Science and 16.495 in Scopus, from 1969 to 2021. Following a 

meticulous refinement process, the final list ends up with 92 documents that allow 

the identification of still existing gaps, the most applied theories, conceived 

frameworks, and deeply studied variables and the relations between them. 

 

Regarding gaps in the literature, only one study measures the effects of a time lag from 

the original exposure to an ad targeting gay and lesbian consumers (Bond & Farrell, 

2020). Authors intend to design an experiment exposing heterosexual consumers to 

LGBT+ imagery and further confirming the effect of this exposure in a second 

moment, aiming to help companies concerned with possible backlashes to predict the 

magnitude of the impacts of advertising targeting LGBT+ consumers, especially when 
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placed in mainstream media. 

 

A second gap consists in the focus on print advertising from the previous research that 

focus this topic. There seems to be only one study that makes experiments with 

obsolete VCR technology to display TV ads (Branchik & O’Leary, 2016). On the other 

hand, there is a widespread shortage of studies on applications and use of 

Augmented Reality (AR) and Virtual Reality (VR), and no article focuses directly on 

applications relevant to Marketing (Loureiro et al., 2019). Developing a study that 

applies advertisement mockups that target LGBT+ consumers, applying the same 

stimuli to print and immersive technologies advertisements, authors intend to 

understand the impact of the state of art technologies within our topic, contributing to 

academic knowledge and helping management decisions. 

 

A last gap should be addressed: previous research on the effects of advertising 

targeting gays and lesbians includes emotional dimensions measured through viewers’ 

self-reports and focus mainly on mainstream advertising (Escalas et al., 2004). The 

SLT presented only one study that measures not only the self-reported answers when 

the viewer is exposed to these ads, but also his physical changes, as upbeat, warm, 

or disinterested feelings (Read et al., 2019). When interviewees are reluctant in 

answering honestly to surveys, it is relevant to compare physical reactions and viewers’ 

answers. It is likewise interesting that within the context of Virtual Experience in 

Marketing, studies highlight the importance of measuring the emotional states 

through not only explicit but subjective measures (self- report questionnaires or 

interviews solicited during or just after VR exposure), but also through objective and 

implicit measures, based on correlations of presence with psychophysiological signals, 

such as heart variability and skin conductance, neuroimaging, behavioral measures and 

task performance (Alcañiz et al., 2019). 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The Dream Market 

 

Homosexual consumers are usually considered an attractive business opportunity for 

companies, and there are several arguments in the literature that justify the increasing 

desirability of this market segment. The increasing dimension of LGBT+ population 

looks undeniable, whether leaped by a real growth of this group or derived from a more 

confident report of their sexual identity, due to more tolerant attitudes toward LGBT+ 

communities (Johnson et al., 2001; Sharp, 2002), as showed by a clear evolution of 

Americans’ views during the past 40 years (figure 1). On the other hand, despite the 

obstacles in accurately measure LGBT+ dimension, as confidential issues regarding 

surveys (Gates, 2017; Poux, 1998), methodology chosen and wording or questioning 

of the sexual orientation (Stange et al., 2019), and regardless the different statistics 

available, a continuous growth is generally accepted. This segment is generally 

assumed to account for 5-10% of the total population and it is estimated to increasing 

in most of the countries, with a 2.9 percent growth worldwide, between 2016 and 2018 

(tables 1 and 2). The culture and intrinsic ideas, as the historical attitudes toward 

minorities (Kinsey et al., 2003; Martinez et al., 2020; Peñaloza, 1996) take time to 

change, even when societies, and especially the Millennials and the Generation Z 

segments are willing to rush it (Gates, 2017). Therefore, many people are still afraid to 

assume their gender identity and companies reluctant in targeting GBLT+ consumers. 

http://www.gammaconference.org/


2021 Global Fashion Marketing Conference at Seoul/ 

 2021 Korean Scholars of Marketing Science International Conference 
 

194 

 

 

The LGBT+ consumers seem to have a higher disposable income than heterosexuals 

(Arabsheibani et al., 2005; Oakenfull et al., 2008; Wilke, 1998), what might be 

explained by the concentration of homosexuals in metropolitan areas, where the 

average salaries are higher, where unemployment is lower (Miller & Washington, 

2009) and due to a lower probability of homosexual couples having children. The 

global aggregated purchasing power of LGBT+ consumers is estimated to be around 

US$ 3.6 trillion per annum (measured as Nominal GDP), from an LGBT+ population 

of just below 500 million individuals (Capital, 2018). 

 

Research states that LGBTI+ consumers are more loyal to brands than heterosexuals 

(Gardyn, 2001) tend to patronize gay-owned or gay-friendly establishments 

(Rosenbaum, 2005; Um, 2012), and are more loyal to brands that reach them in gay 

media (Poux, 1998). From the perspective of gay consumers, a firm’s decision to run 

a gay-themed ad in a mainstream media more fully endorses the gay social movement 

than a similar placement in a gay medium (Oakenfull & Greenlee, 2005) and 

consumers appreciate it, becoming loyal to brands and companies that take this kind 

of decisions (Oakenfull et al., 2008). In North America, 24 percent of LGBT adults 

say they have switched products or service providers because they found a competing 

LGBT-supporting company in the previous 12 months and 66 percent reported that 

they would be very or somewhat likely to remain loyal to a brand they believed to be 

very LGBT friendly and supportive, even when less friendly companies may offer 

lower prices or be more convenient (Interactive & Communication, 2007). 

 

Homosexual consumers are acknowledged as being trend spotters and trend setters 

(Vandecasteele & Geuens, 2009). A survey conducted in 2009 by Interactive (2010), 

reveals that 48 percent of homosexuals like to keep up with the latest styles and trends, 

compared to 38 percent of heterosexual adults. Homosexual consumers are more likely 

to buy new products, due to their greater desire to acquire unique, rare, and innovative 

articles (Witeck & Combs, 2006). They are recognized as technologically savvy and to 

spend more money on clothing (Um, 2012). Data reveals that LGBT+ consumers 

spending habits are different for some product and services, as travelling or pet care: 

LGBT+ consumers report they are likely to spend more 50% in travel than 

heterosexual consumers, and 71 percent of LGBT+ adults say that they own pets, 

compared with 63 percent of heterosexual ones Interactive (2010). 

 

The Fear of Possible Backlashes 

 

Recognizing these arguments, the academic research on advertising targeting LGBT+ 

people “moved on from the debate over whether to include or exclude homosexuality 

in advertising to examining conditional factors that impact perceptions of 

homosexuality” (Gong, 2020). However, in the management field, although, at 

least for some brands, LGBT+ consumers seem an increasingly interesting market, 

with the rare exceptions of fashion and beauty brands, they are not targeted using 

mainstream media, due to companies fears of strong backlashes from the heterosexual 

well-established customers (Oakenfull & Greenlee, 2005; Oakenfull et al., 2008). 

Consequently, advertising still fail to reach most of the LGBT consumers. Indeed, an 

ad placed in widely circulated gay magazines will reach only 3% of gay consumers 

(Oakenfull & Greenlee, 2005). It has been estimated that more than half of the 

homosexual population in the U.S. does not read homosexual media (Poux, 1998). 
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Furthermore, more than 90 percent of gay men and 82 percent of lesbians reportedly 

read mainstream magazines in which they appreciate inclusion of advertisement 

targeting homosexuals (Oakenfull et al., 2008). 

 

More recent studies claim that the inclusion of homosexual portrayals in mainstream 

advertising may be less risky than marketers expect, as it may not damage consumer 

attitude toward the brand and the product, nor consumers’ purchase (Ivory, 2019). To 

prevent unwished backlashes, brands use the gay window advertising, a technique that, 

applying ambiguous images of sexual preferences, allows an ad to be identified by 

LGBT+ consumers and not by straight consumers. Another advertising technique is the 

usage of implicit gay imagery, as iconography and symbolism (Grier & Brumbaugh, 

1998; Peñaloza, 1996) Some important brands like IKEA, Calvin Klein or Benetton 

use this kind of advertising in the mass media, without visible negative effects on the 

brand. However, several companies suffered a fierce backlash and had to withdraw 

their advertising from mainstream media, as Hilton Hotels, Wells Fargo, or Suitsupply. 

Fashion is one of the first industries to create gay-themed ads, along with travel, 

alcohol, and automobiles companies (Hester & Gibson, 2007). Within fashion industry, 

some well-known brands started earlier than others creating a positive brand image 

among them (Um, 2012): Levi’s, The Gap, Banana Republic, Calvin Klein, 

Abercrombie & Fitch, Benetton are some of them. 

 

The Immersive Technologies and Advertising 

 

Although not using a systematic approach, authors also reviewed the previous 

literature on the topic of the impact of immersive technologies. The immersive 

technologies, which includes AR, defined as the experience of actual reality enhanced 

with virtual images or data which coexist with the “real” world, and VR, defined as a 

fully immersive experience in a purely virtual world (Rosiński, 2015), are giving their 

first steps. A recent survey forecasts 2.4 billion mobile AR users worldwide by 2023, 

a rise of 2.2 billion from the 200 million seen in 2015 (Statista, 2020). A recent survey 

reveals that 81.4 percent of the 750 industry professional expect that consumer 

adoption of VR will become mainstream within one to four years, and 77.6 percent 

expect the same for AR (Hadwick, 2019). Another survey conducted in the first quarter 

of 2019 mention that AR and VR market size worldwide increased from 6.1 in 2016 

to a projection of 18.8 billion U.S. dollars in 2020 and is expected to expand drastically 

in the coming years (Perkins-Coie & Association, 2019). The same source discloses 

that 26 percent of the industry experts surveyed cited user experience (e.g., bulky 

hardware, technical glitches) as being one of the biggest obstacles to mass adoption of 

AR technologies, with content offerings (e.g., lack of quality and amount of content 

available) in a close second place, with 24 percent. Looking back to the mobile devices, 

we can expect that technology development will promptly solve these obstacles, and 

that industry and consumers will be aware of these technologies full potential soon. 

Last but not the least, there are already studies relating positive impacts of Immersive 

technologies in marketing campaigns and retail environment. Research by (Alcañiz et 

al., 2019) showed that “marketing campaigns using AR have an average dwell time of 

75 s (traditional radio and TV ads have dwell times of just 2.5 s), and 71% of shoppers 

would shop at a retailer more often if they were offered AR”. 

 

THE THEORETICAL BACKGROUNG AND THE FRAMEWORK 
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This article has the goal to understand the effects that can be expected in heterosexual 

from the inclusion of new immersive technologies in advertising targeting LGBT+ 

consumers, when compared to more traditional formats as print advertisement. Using 

an original approach, authors expect to disclose important findings that might enlarge 

the research already developed and contribute to help companies target this desired 

market in what we believe will be a future reality in advertising. 

 

To explain the impacts of advertising targeting LGBTI+, based on our SLR, authors 

propose a framework (figure 2) that considers the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-

R) Model, that requires “a stimulus, intervening, and response variables that should be 

conceptually clear, comprehensive yet parsimonious, and operationally measurable” 

(Donovan & Rossiter, 1982). The stimulus (independent variable) is manipulated 

through the creation print mock-ups advertisements, extensively used in previous 

research, and advertisements using immersive technology, applying the same 

imagery to both formats, within the fashion industry. Authors expect to influence the 

viewers’ responses to that stimulus: the attitude toward the ad, the purchase intention, 

and the consequent attitude toward the brand. These responses are widely explored 

in advertising studies, therefore, are considered in the model with confidence. 

 

The framework additionally considers the mediation of the observer’s emotions, based 

on the results of the SLR. There are numerous studies about the role of emotions as 

mediators of consumer responses to advertising stimulus (Batra & Holbrook, 1987; 

Donovan & Rossiter, 1982; Olney et al., 1991; Russell et al., 1989). This research 

studies advertising situations using the Mehrabian and Russel’s model, considering the 

emotional states (pleasure/displeasure, arousal/sleepiness) that mediate approach-

avoidance behaviors, and accepting the removal of the Dominance - Submissiveness 

variable, as proposed by Russel and Pratt (Donovan & Rossiter, 1982). 

 

These connections are contextualized according to moderating variables such as the 

gender and age of the observer, as well as his/her attitude toward LGBT. Several 

studies, based on the binary approach to biological sex (male/ female) and sexual 

orientation (heterosexual/homosexual), look at the viewers’ gender and state that 

heterosexual men react more negatively to gay imagery than heterosexual women, 

since women are more tolerant to homosexuality (Oakenfull et al., 2008; Puntoni et al., 

2011). This study narrows the sample to cisgender males and females. The viewers’ 

gender will be accessed questioning sex at birth (male or female, being intersex people 

excluded) and sexual orientation. Regarding the impact of the viewers’ age, several 

studies and data suggest that younger generations report higher acceptance of LGBT 

communities, are more open to disclosure their gender and sexual orientation, and 

specifically the Millennials, no longer appreciate the implicit gay advertisements of 

the past and consider the “gay vague advertising” old-fashioned (Pinkster, 2020). The 

age has also influence on the adoption and intention of adoptions of VR and AR: 

these two generations report highest intention to try AR in a survey conducted by IBM 

Institute for Business Value (McCarthy, 2019). Concerning the viewers’ attitude 

toward LGBT people, the idea that perceptions of homophobia moderate consumers’ 

attitude toward advertising featuring LGBT characters has been extensively studied 

(Branchik & O’Leary, 2016; Martinez et al., 2020) and authors expect that, repeating 

some of the experiments, the results will now be different from the past studies. The 

final moderating variable is the exposure time lag, already referred in the first section 

of this document. Authors expect that, according to the moment when we measure the 
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responses, the results will be different. 

 

Extraneous variables can influence the results, by influencing the dependent variable, 

posing a serious threat to the internal and external validity of the experiment, and, 

therefore, they must be controlled (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Authors identify three 

confounding variables that can be found in advertisements: the product characteristics, 

and the models’ race and gender. On the viewers’ perspective, there are other three 

variables that can interfere with the responses: the viewers’ attitude towards 

advertising, toward the brand, and his/her cultural traits. The development of 

advertisement mockups considered the needed control of the product characteristics: 

focused only on fashion products, to which a higher tolerance towards the ad is 

expected, controlling the effect of situational 

 

involvement. In the mainstream media there is a lot of imagery with homosexual 

features when beauty or fashion products are being advertised. Authors also narrow 

the models/ actors’ gender and race to white male actors in the ads. The study will 

deliver efforts to control the viewers’ brand loyalty. A consumer who knows and has 

experienced the brand might feasibly have a prior idea of the brand and this might have 

an impact on their reaction to the advertising stimuli (Arora, 1982). Therefore, to 

control this effect, ads are manipulated including fictitious brands. According to 

literature, consumers with more favorable attitudes towards advertising are more 

persuaded by advertisements (Defever et al., 2011): individuals that see advertising as 

informative or enjoyable are less likely to consider advertisement as manipulation than 

individuals who have a previous negative attitude towards advertising. Although 

recognizing its effect, this variable is not monitored. Consumer response to 

homosexual advertising content is affected by the explicitness of homosexual imagery 

(Oakenfull et al., 2008). To reduce the interference of this variable, the advertisement 

content is narrowed to implicit imagery. Authors test the homosexual appeal of the 

various mock-ups in a pre-study. 

 

THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

The authors make an initial approach to the topic through a SLR that (1) introduces a 

systematic basis to the subsequent research; (2) confirms the gaps identified; (3) 

recognizes additional gaps; (4) helps to create the conceptual framework proposed; (5) 

identify the most important variables and relations to be studied; (6) recognize the 

most appropriate 

 

methodologies, concepts and constructs, procedures; (7) adds knowledge to the 

theoretical body of literature on advertising targeting minorities. 

 

The second step is the study currently carried out that consists in the content analysis 

of advertisements targeting LGBT+ consumers: from the 3.218 print ads of 52 

different industries, dated from 1917 to 2021, available in the Ad Respect web site, the 

authors retrieved 302 from Fashion industry category, being the oldest from 1933. The 

goal of this study is to understand the phenomena in a holistic approach to be able to 

create valid advertisement mock-ups that can work as stimuli. Therefore, authors are 

searching for: (1) LGBT subculture symbols, signs, expressions, endorsements; (2) 

implicit and explicitness imagery, verbal and non-verbal cues used along the years; (3) 

the types of print advertising targeting LGBT+ consumers, and (4) the different levels 
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of imagery explicitly presented. Along with this analysis, authors will look for non-

academic marketing articles that will allow to better understand which were the 

successful gay-themed campaign, and what backlashes suffered by gay-friendly 

brands from LGBT and/or from heterosexual consumers. 

 

The third step is a pre-study to validate advertisement mockups created, that should 

contribute to corroborate the similar level of homosexual explicitness in the different 

ads have that will be manipulated to be applied in a subsequent step of the investigation, 

testing the efficiency of the identified elements from the LGBT subculture. For this 

purpose, authors will develop a pilot test and will conduct qualitative in-depth 

interviews with LGBTQI+ and heterosexual people. This study avoids a weak 

manipulation of the 

 

advertisement by including wrong elements that would compromise the following 

studies. For instance, the pink triangle is a cue, but can be interpreted as confronting, 

associated with politics, AIDS, and the Nazis (Rosenbaum, 2005). 

 

The fourth study consists in exposing heterosexual consumers to the manipulated 

mock-up ads and, through a questionnaire, to examine the response to the advertising 

stimulus, of the print and immersive technologies formats, revealing findings about the 

effects of the Immersive technologies applied to the advertising, compared with the 

exposure to the same stimuli in print format. 

 

The fifth and last study, following the previous, consists in understanding the duration 

of the stimuli effects on the attitude toward the brand and on the purchase intention, 

interviewing participants of the previous study three weeks after the exposure. Authors 

expect that the findings will explain the duration and intensity of the backlashes that 

the stimuli might have caused. 

 

EXPECTED CONTRIBUTIONS AND LIMITATIONS 

 

With this research and through the proposed framework, authors intend to expand the 

previous literature on advertising targeting minorities, and the impacts of Immersive 

Technologies, contributing to new findings for academic purposes. The goal is to 

provide information and solutions for the marketeers to target the desired consumers. 

The 

 

objectives of each one of the five steps that are carried out is described above and 

specify the specific expected contributions. 

 

Although the study employs an innovative approach that fill part of the gaps in the 

literature, further studies should be undertaken. The authors propose additional studies 

that could confirm or contradicts their findings. While aiming to control the possible 

confounding variables, authors leave open many opportunities for further studies. For 

instance, further research that could create mock-ups using other genders than only 

homosexual gay imagery. Furthermore, authors look for one similar level of 

homosexuality explicitness, and comparison between different stimuli (subliminal cues, 

intimacy, or nudity) could be explored. Authors will not study variables as personality 

traits, religious background, or cultural differences between viewers, that can 

challenge their findings. 
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Finally, authors hope that this study will be just another important pace within the 

research on this specific topic, worthwhile reading and inciting for future additional 

investigation. 

 

APPENDIX: CHARTS & FIGURES 

 

Fig. 1: Evolution of Americans’ views on questions about LGBT people. 

 

Source: (McCarthy, 2019)) 

 

 

Fig. 2: Authors’ framework. 
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Table 1: LGBT+ population, in number and increase (%), from 2016 to2018 

 
Source: Adapted from LGBT Capital (2016) and LGBT Capital (2018a) Table 2: 

LGBT, Growth Domestic Product, Purchasing Power Parity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: adapted from LGBT Capital (2016) and LGBT Capital (2018a). 
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