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Abstract

To enhance public awareness of gender differences in the clothing advertising in-
dustry, this study adopts a mixed-method approach integrating both qualitative and
quantitative analyses. Utilizing the Multimodal Discourse Analysis (MDA) model,

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2025.05.005 the research examines gender representation in Uniqlo’s Weibo advertisements
over one week. The research questions are: (1) What are the differences in text
between men’s and women’s clothing advertisements? (2) What are the differences
in the image between men’s and women’s clothing advertisements? The findings
reveal the usage of gender-differentiated marketing strategies in advertising. The
textual analysis highlights a focus on idealized female body images and themes
related to family and marital relationships. At the image level, based on social se-
miotics principles, a horizontal comparison supports the argument that female rep-
resentation tends to be over-expressed. This study contributes to filling the research
gap in gender linguistics regarding clothing advertisements on mainstream social
media platforms in mainland China. By offering preliminary ideas and perspectives,
it is used to inspire future research on gender equality and female empowerment.
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1. Introduction

Advertising serves as a mirror: on the one hand, it reflects and refracts social values and phenomena; on the other
hand, it has the power to either reinforce or challenge stereotypical bias (Lena, 2000). In the new media era, adver-
tising has gained access to broader platforms and more diverse media for dissemination. As one of China’s main-
stream social media platforms, Weibo boasts over 600 million users, engaging both domestic and global followers,
making it an ideal platform for analyzing gender differences and advertising strategies. By examining Uniqlo’s ad-
vertisements on Weibo, particularly in terms of lexical choice, syntactic structure, and visual composition, this study
explores the gender-based differences embedded in these elements, offering a multifaceted approach to further re-
search on the intersection of language and gender. As for gender, it is not a static and unchanging element of some-
one’s identity but rather an ongoing process of doing that involves choices in how that person dresses, acts, and
speaks (Judith, 2006). Language is inherently “gendered.” Sexist language and lexical asymmetry are deeply rooted
in the fabric of society and are reflected in advertising slogans, which become increasingly perceptible to a broader
audience. Instigating the international clothing brand Uniqlo, which simultaneously produces both male and female
clothes, provides an opportunity for a quantitative horizontal comparison, offering deeper insight into the social
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identity and living circumstances of women as the “second sex.” Despite being minor and invisible, discrimination
and stereotypes continue to “sting” women through subtle textual and visual representations, as exemplified in cloth-
ing advertisements.

2. Literature Review

The project pays attention to the gender-differentiated clothing advertisements on mainland Chinese social media
platforms, focusing on analyzing specific representations and underlying clues in text and images.

2.1 Definition of Ads

When it comes to conducting gender-oriented research in the advertising industry, it is essential to first establish a
clear definition of advertising.

Firstly, advertising exerts a powerful influence on society and holds the potential to either perpetuate or challenge
negative gender stereotypes. According to Lena (2000), advertising tends to use persuasion, and it frequently responds
to people’s aspirations. Advertising serves as a powerful medium capable of significantly shaping, constraining, or
broadening individuals’ perceptions of reality and potential.

The decision to include non-target audience members in the focus group reflects one of the key motivations of the
study: although advertisers and marketers design their campaigns to specific target markets, advertisements are still
seen or heard by a wider audience range, including some individuals outside the intended category (Cheery, Dara, &
Catur, 2024). The gender portrayals presented in advertisements shape the perceptions and sensibilities of all viewers,
regardless of whether they are part of the target audience or not. To be more specific, the focus group in such instances
found that women were offended by what was seen as ‘male humour’ (Lena, 2000).

Additionally, the modes of advertising expansion (ranging from newspapers and posters to social media) have
evolved significantly. Unlike traditional promotional methods, the development of digital technologies has resulted
in an increasing number of advertisements appearing on social platforms such as Facebook and Weibo. Meanwhile,
societal expectations surrounding women’s “thinness” and “beauty” have become more accessible to a broader audi-
ence through channels, further reinforcing the ideals. Wong (2019) interprets the underlying causes from the perspec-
tive of late capitalism:

In late-capitalist societies, consumer culture often shapes social perceptions of the body, aligning with idealized
notions of youth and beauty. The process normalizes and even celebrates the unashamed display of the body.

2.2 Advertisement and Gender

Moreover, gender-based differentiation widely exists in social contexts. The sexualization and objectification of
women, whether intentional or inadvertent, are immersed in every aspect of society, persistently constraining devel-
oped (adult) and developing (girl) women with deeply rooted traditional and historical negative norms. Advertising
activities emphasizing bodily sexualization occupy a considerably large position within the industry, including the
commercial exploitation of minors, particularly young girls, through sexualization and objectification (Rayén, Pablo,
& Enrique, 2021). Recent studies indicate that public and expert concerns regarding the premature sexualization of
children for commercial needs in the fashion industry have been included in parliamentary research reports, such as
in the United Kingdom (Reg, 2011) and France (Chantal, 2012). The use of sexualized stereotypes and implicit sexual
connotations to frame social perceptions of women and adolescent girls may lead to more far-reaching negative
impacts within the background of digital media.

Apart from the previous research trend and focus, experts also had some unique insights to reveal the underlying
causes of female sexualization and objectification. The first major reason why microaggressions towards women
exist is the limited number of female workers at the advertising management level. Within advertising agencies,
women are naturally found in roles related to sales and client liaison, while the representation in higher management
and development positions is mainly captured by males (Rajita, Raghu, & Siddharth, 2023). Secondly, Lena (2000)
mentioned that the media does not take a positive attitude towards gender stereotypes, in other words, implicit consent
and support. When addressing complaints related to gender issues, platforms often adopt a conservative approach
(although some advertisements have been removed for discriminating against or offending women). The cautiousness
largely stems from the assumption that advertisements reflect social identity, such as gender roles, and a strong re-
sistance to taking proactive measures on such matters. Finally, the absence of female participants in market
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investigations may contribute to gender inequality, too. Each case study highlighted a notable loss of targeted market
research focused on women as consumers, which could provide valuable viewpoints to guide marketers and adver-
tisers in the development of advertisements. Sensitisation of gender-related concerns is required, both within the
industry and in front of the public.

Nevertheless, the research gap remains. Analysis of gender-differentiated clothing advertisements on contempo-
rary social media platforms in mainland China remains limited. Many studies tend to focus on social media platforms
in developed regions of Europe and North America, while research on China is primarily situated in Hong Kong and
Macau, with relatively outdated data. Furthermore, the field of research using the MDA (Multimodal Discourse Anal-
ysis) for linguistic gender classification still remains incomplete.

Based on current research and its limitations, the research questions are proposed as follows:

(1) What are the differences in text between men’s and women’s clothing advertisements?
(2) What are the differences in images between men’s and women’s clothing advertisements?

3. Methodology

The experimental approach, MDA analysis, and a mixture of quantitative and qualitative analyses were used during
the duration of data collection and evaluation.

The raw data for the experiment was sourced from the official Uniglo Weibo account. The examiner selected
promotional posts published by Uniqlo on the platform within one week, from November 7th to 14th. The text and
accompanying images were captured via screenshots or stored for detailed evaluation.

As for multimodal discourse analysis (MDA), the rapid development of information technology prompts scholars’
adaptation since the 1990s of the 20th century (e.g., Royce, 1998; Baldry, 2004; Muganda, 2024). A multimodal
analysis of the research samples from both textual and visual perspectives offers a valuable approach to linguistic
inquiry, while also enabling an examination of whether the modes interact to achieve the intended effects. To sum
up, using the MDA model could obtain an in-depth analysis of written and image texts to make gender-oriented
judgments. Besides, a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and quantitative analysis allows for exploring
raw data through two distinct modes: qualitative analysis focuses on understanding the underlying meanings of non-
numerical data, such as textual or visual materials, while quantitative research involves the measurement and statis-
tical analysis of numerical data to examine systematic trends and patterns.

From the perspective of data collection, the blog posts are directly obtained from official accounts to ensure accu-
racy and authority. Excluding external collaborative ads and irrelevant content, a total of 8 blog posts aligned with
the research objectives were selected. Among these, 3 posts target the male market and 5 posts focus on female
marketing (one of which centers on mother-child clothing). The samples are divided into two corresponding parts:
text and images. The text is responsible for the basic features and categories of the products, while the images directly
showcase the clothes through flat-lay pictures or models wearing them, accompanied by brief textual descriptions.
Furthermore, the tool adopted for data collection is Weibo’s official translation, which translates the Chinese original
contexts into the English version. Validity and reliability are preserved during the process. The data gathering proce-
dures involve the following steps: first, take the screenshots; then, categorize the content based on text-image and
male-female properties. Finally, the organized data was concluded in the file folder. This method of data transmission
and processing maximizes the original characteristics of the samples, ensuring greater flexibility and rigor for subse-
quent data analysis.

In the context of data analysis, text samples are classified based on parts of speech, including adjectives, verbs,
nouns, and emojis. For image samples, analysis focuses on both the images and the descriptive words, examining
aspects such as facial or body language, background settings, and the deeper meanings conveyed by the descriptive
words.

4. Results and Discussion

Matching the research expectations, Uniqlo’s clothing advertisements exhibit significant differences in the promo-
tional text and image presentation for men and women.

4.1 Answer to Research Question 1

Specifically, in the textual analysis, 8 selected sample texts were highlighted with different colors to distinguish parts
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of speech: adjectives were annotated in yellow, verbs in blue, nouns in green, while overlapping words and emojis
were equal in red. The frequency of each part of speech was marked, counted, and visually represented in tables to
illustrate their distribution ratios in advertisements targeting males and females. The research findings are presented
in the form of charts as follows:

Table 1. Male’s advertisement word

Yellow 2
Blue 3
Green 13
Red 1

Table 2. Female’s advertisement word

Yellow 30
Blue 1
Green 8

Red 15

As noted above, when women are the target audience, the use of adjectives and emojis in advertising increases
significantly, while the frequency of nouns and verbs decreases compared to those targeting men. In advertisements
aimed at men, nouns dominate, with the combination of the three word categories failing to surpass the appearance
of green.

To be more specific, the detailed usage of adjectives also differs between men and women. Descriptive words—
language depicting beauty and fine figures, such as slim, cute, and furry—are widely present in advertisements tar-
geting women. In contrast, functional words—describing the value and characteristics of the product itself—appear
in male-oriented marketing.

As for nouns, advertisers tend to use a combination of Chinese and English in males’ text (chill, passion) to achieve
a modern and cool ‘feeling’. The promoting context describes the atmosphere and sense of sophistication in dressing,
while not targeting the figure and appearance. Interestingly, in female-targeted text, there is a presence of family-
related nouns (e.g., sisters, mother, and children), which are not mentioned in male.

The explanation of findings focuses on two parts: the “beauty” and the family relationship, both based on the
female’s perspective. Initially, the ideal form of the female body is manipulated. Within the socially constructed and
reinforced norms, the pursuit of beauty and maintaining a fine figure have become responsibilities imposed on women.
As Lena (2000) stated, media platforms that spread the culture of “beauty” as the ideal for women act like a mirror,
reflecting social values. Women’s anxieties about what they should or could do are exploited by advertisements,
encouraging them to wear clothes that display a slim figure and ideal proportions in the name of beauty (Wong, 2019).
Meanwhile, as the rule-makers in such cases, men enjoy greater, if not complete, freedom. Additionally, within the
framework of household labor, women are associated with the child-caring role. In both social research and corporate
leadership, they often remain a minority and “invisible” group. It is only in contexts related to family or mothering
that women become noticeable—a pattern that is also utilized in Uniqlo’s advertising and marketing strategies (Lena,
2000).

4.2 Answer to Research Question 2

The differentiation in clothing marketing for men and women is also reflected in the image. First, the social-semiotic
theory of multimodality proposes that semiotic modes are “socially shaped and culturally given” semiotic resources
for making meaning, examples of which include image, writing, layout, music, gesture, speech, moving image,
soundtrack, and 3D objects (Madadi, Torres, & Zufiiga, 2024). As a linguistic mode, image serves as an effective
medium for studying gender issues. Moving on, several sets of images from the blog, which share similarities in
composition, camera angle, clothing prices and styles, yet display gender differences, are analyzed in depth.
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Figure 1. Male and female models in the same post.

As can be seen in Figure 1, the female models smile and look directly at the camera, making eye contact and
engagement, and wearing flat clothes with delicate pose designs. While male models watch elsewhere, they wear
more casual clothing.

More details can be found in the remaining sets of images. Overall, women’s clothing tends to be slimming and
flattering, while men’s clothing features looser and more casual outfits. Male models appear more relaxed and natural
in front of the camera, with their body language more open, resembling real encounters “caught” by the camera. In
contrast, female models often look at the camera directly, wearing cuts that are more stylized and diverse in style. In
the advertisements, they are portrayed as “head-to-toe” beautiful women.

The further explanation of findings pays attention to females’ overexpression. Overexpression is a manifestation
of disempowerment. Female language is always characterized by traits such as emotional expression, empathy, po-
liteness, and people orientation (Fung, Ting, & Chuah, 2023). The early finding of Lakoff (1975) is still applicable
in advertising and the digital era. Similar elements appear in female body language, such as smiling at the camera,
dressing elegantly, and applying makeup, reflecting their perception of “politeness” and decency. In contrast, men,
holding power, need not actively pursue these additional aesthetic values.

Unlike the conclusions drawn by Rayén, Pablo, and Enrique (2021) in their study of children’s clothing advertise-
ments in Chile, Uniqlo’s clothing marketing on Chinese online media platforms does not present premature sexuali-
zation of children, or at least no obvious indications of it. However, stereotypical portrayals of girls are evident, such
as a girl dressing in a plush outfit is compared to a little dog “Teddy,” or a cute “kitten.” The description appears to
emphasize youthful charm, but on a deeper level, it cannot entirely exclude the implication of objectification and
diminishment.

Furthermore, whether in mainland China or Hong Kong, clothes advertisements consistently emphasize the
“beauty” of women. On one hand, female models should consider far more factors in terms of attire and posture,
compared to their male counterparts (Wong, 2019). On the other hand, women’s clothing demands shift from primar-
ily functional needs (such as warmth and comfort) to a stronger focus on aesthetic appeal. Clothing has become a
symbol for women to showcase the ideal body, which in turn further shapes perceptions of beauty and value pursuits.

5. Conclusion

This study shows that Uniqglo’s clothing advertisements on Weibo exhibit gender differences, whether analyzed from
the perspective of text or image. The textual analysis highlights women’s pursuit of an ideal body, either intrinsically
or extrinsically, as well as the influence of family relationships in clothing marketing. The image analysis, grounded
in semiotics, explores the “overexpression” of women. As research examining the gender reflection on clothing ad-
vertisements, it investigates Uniqlo’s gender-differentiated advertising strategies in the mainland Chinese market. To
some extent, it provides insights into applying the MDA model to further observe the social status of Chinese women
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and the developing pathway of the clothing industry in the era of social media. However, the study’s limitations lie
in its lack of concrete solutions for women to overcome aesthetic predicaments and for advertisers to improve adver-
tising practices. Future research could explore new approaches to clothing marketing from a female empowerment
perspective.
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