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ABSTRACT
In this paper, we examine gender equality as one aspect of 

CSR that can be used for innovative image advertising. We identify 
two consumer groups that differ with regard to their internalization 
of gender equality and thus regarding their reactions to an image 
campaign that is based on gender equality.

InTRoduCTIon
A general trend in corporate communication is that companies 

increasingly move away from traditional communication messages 
that focus on exchangeable product attributes, which can easily be 
copied by competitors within the same industry. Instead, companies 
are increasingly looking for communication messages that are 
image-focused, unique, innovative and able to differentiate them 
from competitors (Kotler and Armstrong 2006). One such topic 
that companies increasingly cover in communication strategies is 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Brown and Dacin 1997). 
Corporate social responsibility refers to a company’s status and 
voluntary activities with respect to its perceived societal obliga-
tions (Brown and Dacin 1997; Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). CSR 
activities are characterized by a long-term perspective and a pro-
active view of responsibility (McGee 1998). Aspects of CSR are 
for example environmental protection (e.g., environment friendly 
products, pollution control, recycling), customer orientation and 
care (responsibility for product safety), respecting business eth-
ics, responsibility for economic development, community support 
(e.g., support of arts and health programs, educational and housing 
initiatives for the economically disadvantaged, generous/innovative 
giving), and employee support (e.g., job security, profit sharing, 
union relations, employee involvement, equal career opportunities 
for men and women) (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001).

Thus, announcing a corporate commitment to gender equality 
in terms of treating male and female employees equally could be 
part of a CSR communication strategy. Gender equality is given if 
equality between men and women is ensured in all areas including 
employment, work and payment. Despite broad and intensive efforts 
during the last decades, factual gender equality has not been realized 
to an acceptable extent in many European countries. Especially 
labor markets are often characterized by a clear gender-specific 
segregation. In addition, gender roles in private life do often not 
mirror the idea of gender equality. In many societies, women are 
still considered as being responsible for the family (Kirton and 
Green 2005; Mikkola 2005; Nentwich 2006; Royo-Vela et al. 2007).

Although talking about corporate commitment to gender equal-
ity in advertising strategies could be an innovative approach for an 
image advertising campaign that is built on CSR, gender equality 
has only been ascribed minor importance as a part of corporate 
communication strategies up to now (Grosser and Moon 2005). 
Consequently, the purpose of this paper is to pick out corporate 
commitment to gender equality (in terms of treating female and 
male employees equally) as one possible aspect of innovative im-
age advertising and to identify different groups of consumers such 
advertising could be addressed to. The consumer group identifica-
tion will be done on the basis of the extent of social internalization 
of gender equality as a personal norm because previous research 
provides the notion that the effectiveness of CSR strategies depends 
on the extent to which people within a society have internalized 

the concept that is subject to a certain CSR strategy as a personal 
norm (Lichtenstein, Drumwright, and Braig 2004; Osterhus 1997). 

An examination of this research topic can add to the existing 
body of consumer research by considering an aspect of CSR that 
has not been analyzed in consumer research contexts before as well 
as by providing insights in characteristics of possible consumer 
segments that differ both with regard to the extent of internaliza-
tion of gender equality as a personal norm and to their evaluation 
of relevant marketing response variables.

A practical benefit of our paper is that companies might have a 
higher motivation to pursue the implementation of gender equality 
with more effort than they have done in the past when they learn 
that they can profit from such measures in terms of generating 
positive consumer reactions by talking about the implementation 
in image advertising campaigns that address appropriate consumer 
groups. Moreover, our research will show that the communication 
of a clear commitment to gender equality to appropriate consumer 
groups can provide an added value for companies, which goes 
beyond satisfying increasing expectations from both government/
legislation and society. Furthermore, motivating companies to go 
about implementing clear commitments to gender equality will lead 
to a stronger presence of this topic in both working and consumer 
life and hopefully finally to a stronger internalization of gender 
equality as a social and a personal norm. 

THEoRETICAl BACKGRound
Basic Effects of Communicating a Clear Commitment to 
Gender Equality

As the commitment to gender equality is a part of CSR strate-
gies, we draw on research in the field of CSR as well as on research 
in the field of gender equality to build up the theoretical background. 

Literature on CSR indicates that high CSR efforts have positive 
effects on customer satisfaction, product evaluation, and corporate 
image (Brown and Dacin 1997; Lichtenstein, Drumwright, and 
Braig 2004). In addition, literature on social advertising provides 
the notion that communication strategies with a social dimension 
have positive effects on consumer response variables such as pur-
chase intentions and attitudes toward the communication campaign 
(Drumwright 1996). 

Although studies on gender-specific aspects have been con-
ducted in different fields (e.g., Alreck, Settle, and Belch 1982; 
Chichilnisky, Hermann, and Frederiksen 2008; Gunkel et al. 2007; 
Hoeber 2007), no scientific studies exist on effects of communicating 
a clear commitment to gender equality in the context of corporate 
communication. However, several arguments coming from this 
stream of literature can be applied to our research. A first finding 
that might play a role is that brand gendering through stereotypical 
portrayal may alienate consumers and cause resentment and rejection 
of the brand, advertiser or media (Alreck, Settle, and Belch 1982). 
A more general interpretation of this finding is that stereotypical 
gendering may have negative effects. Put vice versa, a clear com-
mitment to gender equality in the context of CSR strategies might 
at least avoid such negative effects on corporate image or even have 
positive effects. Other research has shown that men (women) do not 
necessarily ascribe major importance to traditionally stereotypical 
masculine (feminine) factors (Gunkel, Lusk, Wolff, and Li 2007). 
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Thus, this finding also supports the assumption of positive effects 
of communicating gender equality in the context of CSR strategies.

Literature on gender differences also provides a counter-
argument. The notion that men often have difficulty accepting the 
gender changes that are occurring in their environment (Connell 
2006) leads to the assumption of negative effects of communicating 
a clear commitment to gender equality. 

The application of these contradictious findings to our research 
context leads to the assumption that openness to communication 
strategies that are based on gender equality might differ among 
consumers. Consequently, an analysis that aims to differentiate 
between several groups might lead to the identification of consumer 
groups that show very positive reactions to advertising strategies 
that are based on a clear commitment to gender equality and other 
groups that show less positive reactions to such strategies. 

The Role of the Internalization of Gender Equality
As it is the objective of this paper to pick out one specific di-

mension of CSR, namely gender equality, and to identify consumer 
groups on the basis of the internalization of gender equality as a 
personal norm, we will subsequently go more into the theoretical 
details of internalization in terms of transforming a social norm 
into a personal norm. 

Social norms are characterized by perceptions about the na-
ture and content of a prevailing social sentiment (Schwartz 1977). 
Individuals associate social norms with the importance of taking 
a specific action (Malhotra 2005). Thus, if the idea of treating 
women and men equally is considered as a social norm, people 
might associate this norm with the importance of implementing 
gender equality in daily life.

Internalization basically refers to the incorporation of a concept 
as part of one’s own belief structure so that it becomes a personal 
norm (Kelman 1958; Lewis, Agarwal, and Sambamurthy 2003). In 
other words, internalization consists of transforming a social norm 
into a personal norm. In the context considered here, internalization 
can be referred to as the transformation of the concept of gender 
equality that is established as a social norm on a society level into 
a personal norm on the individual level.

According to Kelman (1958), individuals show different lev-
els of changes in behavior as a consequence of an internalization 
of a social norm. These differences can be explained by different 
processes whereby individuals accept influence. The internalization 
of a specific idea and the behavior that is associated with this idea 
lead to satisfaction (Kelman 1958; Venkatesh and Davis 2000). 
Consequently, the internalization of a concept is closely associ-
ated with typical response variables that are subject to consumer 
research. Therefore, we argue that the internalization of gender 
equality might also be closely associated with other consumer re-
sponse variables such as acceptability of an advertising campaign, 
interest in a company, or purchase intention when gender equality 
is used as an advertising topic. Therefore, we assume in our first 
research hypothesis:

H1: The higher the extent of internalization of the social norm 
of treating women and men equally, the 
higher are the acceptability of an advertising 
strategy that broaches the issue of gender 
equality, the interest in the company, and 
the purchase intention toward the products 
offered by this company.

In order to make the idea of internalization more tangible, it is 
important to have a more detailed look at concepts that are related 
to internalization. As internalization means that a social norm is 

transformed into a personal norm, we will have a closer look at 
the concept of personal norms. According to Schwartz (1977) 
personal norms are mainly activated and translated into behavior 
by the awareness of consequences that are associated with a certain 
behavior. Awareness of consequences refers to whether someone 
is aware of the negative consequences for the case of not acting 
according to the internalized norm (Schwartz 1977). In the context 
considered here, the idea of awareness of consequences means that 
individuals are aware of negative consequences for the case of not 
adopting gender equality as a personal norm and implementing 
gender equality in their everyday life.

From the theoretical considerations presented above, we can 
derive two criteria upon which we will try to identify different con-
sumer groups: the extent to which an individual has transformed a 
social norm into a personal norm and the awareness of consequences 
for the case of not behaving according to the norm. As people seem 
to be different with regard to these criteria, we argue in our second 
research hypothesis:

H2: Using the transformation of a social into a personal 
norm and the awareness of consequences as 
segmentation criteria will lead to the identi-
fication of at least two different segments of 
consumers.

Applying the rationale that underlies hypothesis 1 to the context 
of hypothesis 2, we additionally assume:

H3: The segments that can be identified on the basis of the 
dimensions of internalization will differ 
significantly with regard to consumer re-
sponse variables such as acceptability of an 
advertising strategy that broaches the issue 
of gender equality, interest in the company, 
and purchase intention toward the products 
offered by this company.

EmPIRICAl STudY
Study overview

We conducted two empirical studies to cover two research 
purposes. The objective of the first study was to show that a rela-
tion between the internalization of gender equality as a personal 
norm and the evaluation of consumer response variables exists, thus 
to examine whether the dimensions of internalization determine 
consumer response variables such as purchase intention, interest 
in the company, and acceptability of gender equality as a topic of 
an advertising campaign. The objective of the second study was to 
identify different groups of consumers that differ with regard to the 
internalization of gender equality as a personal norm, to examine 
these groups in more detail with regard to demographics, and to 
analyze differences of these groups in their reactions to an advertis-
ing strategy that broaches the issue of gender equality.

As we used the same measures and the same procedure in both 
studies, we will describe these aspects first below and then present 
the results of the two studies.

mEASuRES
The statements used to measure the two dimensions of inter-

nalization (transformation of a social norm into a personal norm 
and awareness of consequences) were derived from literature 
in the fields of the internalization of norms (De Groot and Steg 
2009; Osterhus 1997; Wall, Devine-Wright, and Mill 2007) and 
gender equality (Fletcher et al. 2007; Rubery et al. 2003). In order 
to measure the consumer response variables (purchase intention, 
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interest in the company, and acceptability of gender equality as a 
topic of an advertising strategy), we created statements by looking 
at previous studies in consumer research where these variables 
have been operationalized (e.g., Brown and Dacin 1997; Webb 
and Mohr 1998). Table 1 gives an overview of the items we used 
to measure the respective variables and the alpha coefficients per 
variable and study. The alpha coefficients indicate that the respective 
items reliably measure the concept they were intended to measure. 
The sufficiently high alpha values allow for calculating the overall 
construct values as arithmetical means of the single indicators for 
each construct. These arithmetical means are used in the analyses 
presented subsequently.

PRoCEduRE And SAmPlES 
We created questionnaires that contained the measures shown 

in table 1 as well as age, gender, and educational qualification. 
In order to recruit the samples, we used official mailing lists of a 
Swiss university that contained the email addresses of students as 
well as of scientific and administrative staff to send out emails that 
informed about the purpose of one of the studies and provided a 
link to the respective questionnaire. 

With regard to the generalizability of the results that were 
based on the samples described above, it is important to mention that 
Switzerland is generally characterized by a wide cultural diversity 
(Swiss Federal Statistical Office 2009). Moreover, especially Swiss 

Table 1
Measures

Variable Item Coefficient alpha
study 1 study 2

Transformation of a 
social norm into a 
personal norm

I feel bad when I do nothing while other people take action against gender inequality. (T1) .79 .80
I would do everything to prevent unequal treatment of women and men. (T2)
Each individual in our society is responsible if women and men are treated unequally. (T3)
Each individual should feel personally obliged to take actions to improve equal treatment 
of women and men. (T4)

Awareness of 
consequences

If a society denies gender inequalities, this can lead to even higher inequality. (C1) .84 .86
In my opinion, a sustainable implementation of gender equality can contribute to solving 
gender inequality problems such as gender pay gaps. (C2)
I think that ongoing gender inequalities can cause social tensions. (C3)
If children will be better educated in terms of gender equality, this will lead to a more 
tolerant generation. (C4)
I know that treating women and men unequally will foster discriminating tendencies in our 
society. (C5)

Purchase intention If a company’s advertising 
campaign broached the issue 
of sus-tainnably implement-
ting gender equality …

… I would be motivated to buy products from this 
company. (P1)

.91 .91

… this would have a positive effect on my purchase 
decision in favor of this company’s products. (P2)
… this would positively influence my loyalty toward this 
company. (P3)

Interest in the 
company

… I would become curious to learn more about this 
company. (I)

-

Acceptability of 
gender equality as an 
advertising topic

… I would recognize it as an interesting new advertising 
strategy. (A)

-

Note: the items were measured on 7-point rating scales ranging from 1 (do not at all agree) to 7 (totally agree)

universities are characterized by the fact that both administrative 
and scientific staff as well as students come from all over the world 
(Swiss Federal Statistical Office 2009). Consequently, the results 
coming from these data are not only Switzerland-specific, but can 
also be transferred to other countries.

Results of study 1
Based on a sample of 186 questionnaires that we received 

in the context of the first study, we examined whether the extent 
of the internalization of gender equality can explain consumer 
response variables such as purchase intention, interest in the 
company, and acceptability of gender equality as a topic of an 
advertising strategy. Therefore, we conducted regression analyses 
with the two dimensions of internalization (transformation of a 
social norm into a personal norm and awareness of consequences) 

as independent variables and the consumer response variables as 
dependent variables. The results of these regression analyses are 
summarized in table 2.

The results show that the dimensions of internalization have 
significantly positive effects on the three considered response 
variables and thus provide support for H1. Consequently, the 
more people have transformed the social norm of treating men and 
women equally into a personal norm and the more they are aware 
of positive consequences of implementing such a norm into daily 
life, the higher are their purchase intentions toward products of a 
company that broaches the issue of gender equality in its advertis-
ing campaign, the higher is their interest in such a company, and 
the more likely they are to accept gender equality as a topic of an 
advertising strategy.
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Results of study 2
The data collection in the context of study 2 led to an initial 

number of 1209 questionnaires that were completely filled in. 
However, we had to exclude several questionnaires from the data 
analyses because they proved to contain inconsistent answers as 
will be further explained below.

In a first step, we used the initial data set that contained 1209 
respondents and conducted a hierarchical cluster analysis (which 
is commonly used to determine the optimal number of clusters) 
based on the method “between-groups linkage” with the variables 
T1-T4 and C1-C5 (listed in table 1) as input variables. We used 
the heterogeneity coefficients from the agglomeration schedule to 
identify the optimal number of clusters. The relation between the 
heterogeneity coefficients and the number of clusters is shown in 
figure 1.
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Figure 1 clearly shows that a two-cluster solution is optimal. 
Based on this notion, we used K-means cluster analysis (which is used 
for large samples) to assign the respondents to the clusters. In order 
to be able to identify respondents with inconsistent response patterns 
at the same time, we conducted two separate analyses, one based on 
the variables that were intended to measure the transformation of 
a social norm into a personal norm and one based on the variables 
that were used to measure the awareness of consequences. We then 
generated a cross-tab to examine to what extent each respondent 
was assigned to the same cluster when differentiating between the 
two factors. The cross-tab indicates that 87 (256) respondents who 
were assigned to cluster 1 (2) based on the extent of a transforma-
tion of a social into a personal norm were assigned to cluster 2 (1) 
based on their awareness of consequences. The fact that a person 
has been assigned to two different clusters based on two sets of 
cluster variables that are correlated means that this person has not 
provided consistent answers with regard to the two sets of variables. 
In our research context, such bias might come from a tendency to 
(inconsistently) provide socially desirable answers which is typical 
for such fields of research. Thus, we eliminated 343 people who 
provided inconsistent answers from our initial data set and were 
left with two clusters of which cluster 1 has more than double the 
size of cluster 2 (see table 3).

Based on the remaining data set of 866 respondents, we deter-
mined the cluster centers based on the person-to-cluster-assignment 
that resulted from the K-means cluster analyses. In order to examine 
the discriminatory power of the identified segments, we conducted 
independent samples t-tests for the cluster variables. The cluster 
centers and the t-test results are presented in table 3. 

Table 2
Effects of Internalization on Consumer Response variables

Independent variables
Dependent variables

purchase 
intention

interest in 
the company

acceptability of gender equality 
as an advertising topic 

Transformation of a social into a 
personal norm

ß1 = .62
(t = 7.04, p < .001)

ß1 = .50
(t = 4.34, p < .001)

ß1 = .60
(t = 5.32, p < .001)

Awareness of consequences ß1 = .48
(t = 5.09, p < .001)

ß1 = .47
(t = 3.77, p < .001)

ß1 = .43
(t = 3.51, p < .01)

R2 .67 .47 .52

Table 3
Cluster Centers of the K-means Procedure and t-Test Results

Aspect Item Mean values t-test results
cluster 1 (n = 618) cluster 2 (n = 248)

Transformation of a social into 
a personal norm

T1 6.46 4.23 t = 20.27 (p < .001)
T2 5.04 2.46 t = 23.48 (p < .001)
T3 5.92 3.05 t = 29.13 (p < .001)
T4 5.75 3.23 t = 20.16 (p < .001)

Awareness of consequences C1 6.67 4.44 t = 19.29 (p < .001)
C2 6.60 4.22 t = 20.17 (p < .001)
C3 6.14 3.62 t = 21.43 (p < .001)
C4 6.47 4.22 t = 19.84 (p < .001)
C5 6.52 4.20 t = 18.95 (p < .001)
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The highly significant t-values show that the two identified 
clusters can be clearly separated with regard to the cluster variables 
and thus provide support for H2. A look at the cluster centers shows 
that the extent of the internalization of gender equality is much 
higher in cluster 1 than in cluster 2. In order to make the resulting 
clusters more tangible, we additionally examined differences of 
the clusters with regard to age, gender, and education. The results 
of an independent samples t-test for age and chi-square tests for 
gender and education are shown in table 4.

The results of the age comparison show that people in cluster 
1, which is characterized by a higher extent of internalization, 
are older on average (28.56 years) than people in cluster 2 (25.38 
years). Although one might criticize that, descriptively, the age 
difference is not considerable, it can be stated, that these two age 
values characterize two different periods of life (people at the age 
of around 25 years are completing their education whereas people 
at the age of around 30 years are starting their professional lives 
and are founding a family). Moreover, cluster 1 is characterized 
by a clear dominance of women over men (81% vs. 19%), whereas 
in cluster 2, the percentage of men slightly dominates the one of 
women (55% vs. 45%). However, with regard to education, there 
are no significant differences between the two clusters. Thus, the 
extent of the internalization of gender equality obviously does not 
depend on education.

Finally, we analyzed whether the identified clusters differ 
with regard to the consumer response variables that have been 
used as dependent variables in the regression analyses of study 1 
and that have also been measured in study 2. The mean values of 
these variables per cluster and the results of independent samples 
t-tests for the mean value differences are summarized in table 5.

The highly significant mean value differences of the considered 
variables show that cluster 1, which is characterized by a significantly 
higher extent of internalization is also characterized by significantly 
more positive reactions in terms of consumer response variables 
than is cluster 2. Thus, H3 is supported.

ConCluSIon
The starting point of this paper has been the observation that 

CSR topics are becoming more and more popular in advertising 
campaigns and that many CSR-based advertising campaigns cover 
similar topics such as environmental protection. Consequently, the 
basic research interest that finally led to doing the studies presented 
above, was to find other CSR topics that might attract more attention 
and that could also be used in advertising campaigns. Therefore, 
from a consumer research perspective, we found it interesting to 
pick out gender equality as one rarely considered CSR topic and to 
examine whether the internalization of gender equality as a personal 
norm can be related to consumer reactions to an advertising strategy 
that is based on gender equality. Furthermore, we were interested in 
identifying different consumer segments based on the extent of the 
internalization of gender equality as well as in examining whether 
the identified segments differ with regard to typical consumer re-
sponse variables such as acceptability of the advertising strategy, 
interest in the company, and purchase intention. 

Consequently, we built up a new theoretical framework by 
bringing together literature from the fields of CSR/social advertising, 
gender equality and internalization in terms of the transformation 
of social into personal norms. Based on this theoretical framework, 
we conducted two empirical studies.

The findings of the first empirical study show that the extent of 
internalization (represented by the two dimensions transformation 
of a social into a personal norm and awareness of consequences) 
positively influences purchase intention toward the products of a 
company that broaches the issue of gender equality in its advertising 
campaign, the interest in such a company, and the acceptability of 
gender equality as a topic of an advertising strategy. 

The results of the second study indicate that two consumer 
segments that differ significantly with regard to the aspects of 
internalization can be identified. The first segment has more than 
double the size of the second segment and it is characterized by a 
higher degree of internalization of gender equality. Thus, transferring 

Table 4
Cluster differences with Regard to Age, Gender and Education

Variable Cluster 1 (n = 618) Cluster 2 (n = 248) Test results

Age 28.56 25.38 t = 5.06 (p < .001)

Gender male 19% 55% χ2 = 60.86 (p < .001)
female 81% 45%

Education secondary school 3% 2% χ2 = 2.41 (p > .10)
high school 27% 31%
college/university 70% 67%

Note: for gender and education, we report percentages because given the large difference in sample sizes, percent-
ages are more meaningful than absolute values 

Table 5
Cluster differences with Regard to Consumer Response variables 

Variable Cluster 1 (n = 618) Cluster 2 (n = 248) T-test results
Purchase intention 5.22 3.00 t = 20.44 (p < .001)
Interest in the company 5.42 3.47 t = 14.56 (p < .001)
Acceptability as an advertising strategy 5.40 4.00 t = 10.80 (p < .001)
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these findings to a larger population means that about two thirds of 
people in a society have internalized the concept of gender equality 
as a personal norm to a considerable extent, whereas about one third 
of people in this society are characterized by a much lower degree 
of internalization. Furthermore, the results provide the notion that 
people who are characterized by a high degree of internalization 
of the concept of gender equality are older on average than people 
that rate lower on the internalization scale. An additional finding 
has been that the high-internalization segment is clearly dominated 
by women, whereas the low-internalization segment is slightly 
dominated by men. In addition, we found that education does not 
play a role with regard to the internalization of gender equality. 
Relating the identified clusters additionally to the consumer re-
sponse variables that capture reactions to an advertising strategy 
that broaches the issue of gender equality provided the notion that 
the consumers in segment 1 responded much more favorably than 
did consumers in segment 2.

The managerial implications of our findings can be summarized 
as follows. First of all, our results have shown that it might be an 
innovative approach to base an image campaign on the CSR topic 
of gender equality because such a campaign might be accepted 
and would generate a higher interest in the company as well as 
positive effects on purchase intention. However, the results show at 
the same time that the target group addressed by such an advertis-
ing campaign should be carefully chosen. Only if the major target 
group is characterized by a high degree of internalization of gender 
equality, if it has an average age of about 28 years and consists 
mainly of female consumers, the reactions to such an advertising 
campaign will be favorable.

Starting points for future research could be to investigate in 
more detail the finding that gender equality does not depend on 
education as well as to examine possible effects of the respondents’ 
country of origin because cultural aspects might also play a role in 
the considered context. 
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