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You’ve heard about the Gender Pay Gap. 
You’ve heard about the Gender Data Gap. 
Now Engine wants to start a conversation 
about the Gender Brand Gap—and it’s  
not what you think.   
Attitudes and behaviors have always been 
the domain of brands and marketers— 
how to influence, nudge, anticipate, and  
persuade—and as an industry, we have  
been very good at it. 

BUT WHAT IF  
WE’VE BEEN TOO  
GOOD AT IT?

Marketers have become so effective  
at population targeting that we’ve  
created an unseen problem: unconscious 
bias within brands, and consumer  
conditioning built around manufactured 
belief systems. This bias creates false 
ceilings for a brand’s potential consumer 
base. And this conditioning has many 
consumers opting out of entire categories 
because, for so long, category leaders 
have told them, “this is not for you.”

The attitudinal impact is so profound  
in some categories that it has created  
an unconscious bias and blind spots  
into how brands think about their  
products. This impact transcends  
marketing, reaching the core of many 
organizations’ values, social impact,  
and purpose.

Ultimately, addressing the bias will  
require brands to restate their belief  
system, ensuring their values and voice 
are aligned to an authentic inclusive 
agenda. This will help brands rebuild  
the market and connect with customers 
as individuals, not stereotypes.

Gender Brand Gap

2



We selected a  
representative  
sample of consumer 
categories, including 
Alcohol, Beauty,  
and Automotive.  
We surveyed  
2,000 people in  
the US to explore 
these categories’  
conditioning and  
bias from three  
angles:

1. Attitude – What do you think  
  about these categories? And  
  do they talk to you?  

2. Participation – What products  
  do you use? How frequently?  
  And how important are they  
  to you?

3. Brands – Do you view the  
  advertising and brands within 
  these categories as “for you”?

Uncovering the Bias 

At a category level, our study has 
revealed some important insights 
for today’s brands and marketers: 

- Even though women make up   
 83% of purchasing power, and   
 gender awareness equality has   
 been dominating  marketing  
 headlines for a while now,  
 brands are still failing to create  
 meaningful connections with  
 female audiences, and advertising  
 has still not found a consistently  
 authentic voice.ii 

- Advertising is perpetuating  
 the problem. Although category  
 leaning, except for beer, is  
 grouped close to the gender- 
 neutral point, advertising oftern  
 trends toward being more  
	 gender	specific.

- Physiology can be fooled by  
 psychology. Women and men  
 are equal in love of soda and  
 cocktails, but more women (61%)  
 believe they do not like the  
 taste of beer. 
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Category Level Bias  
vs. Advertising Bias

MEN 
WOMEN
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Category Focus:Beer
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The beer industry spent decades telling women 
that beer is not for them. And it worked.  
Today, most women agree that beer is not for 
them, with only 29% of women enjoying the 
taste vs. 55% of men. And yet, taste buds have 
no gender bias. There’s no significant gender  
difference in taste for cola or cocktails—with 
both genders enjoying said drinks equally. How 
then has the industry created a perception that 
closes it off to 50% of the population? Instead 
of looking to the product or the taste, we must 
look to the stories and belief systems that brands 
have built up around the product. 

A recent 2014 social  
campaign from Coors  
Light that features  
Jean-Claude Van Damme, 
is a perfect example  
of how beer brands  
unconsciously alienate 
women. Light beers are  
often geared toward  
women, but even this  
Coors Light ad misses  
the opportunity by using  
a 1980’s macho-man icon 
matched with a blue color 
scheme—a color socially 
normalized as more  
masculine.

I enjoy the taste of…

Beer Soda/ 
Fizzy Drinks

Wine Cocktails

55%

29%

68% 68%

37%

48%

44%
46%

MEN 
WOMEN

Category Focus: Beer
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Our study showed that only 32% 
of women believe that beer is a 
drink for them, with 36% of women 
drinking a beer weekly in the US, 
vs. 61% of men. In other countries, 
the gap is even wider with only 
17% of women regularly drinking 
beer in the UK.iii A big gap—and  
a big opportunity. 

In recent years, the beer industry 
has recognized the female market 
as a potential growth area, with 
brands trying everything from  
new product development, new 
glasses style, or women-focused 
advertising campaigns. A lot  
of this has focused on 
taste and presentation, 
with an alarming number  
of pink-hued beverages  
hitting the shelves, most 
of which have already 
been withdrawn. 

No one has successfully tapped 
into the market. This is because  
of the brand blind spot and the 
extent to which unconscious brand 
bias pervades the category. The 
industry has inadvertently created 
its	own	filter	bubble.	Now,	because	
of industry representation, women 
feel they are breaking with socially 
acceptable norms if they drink 
beer. In fact, in a recent study in 
the UK, the 3rd biggest reason for 
not drinking beer was the perception 
of being judged by others.* 

After decades of being told this 
product is not for them, it will take 
more than some food coloring 
and gender-focused advertising to 
change that perception. The extent 
to which the brand gap has been 
ingrained in consumer attitudes 
was demonstrated in a recent 
study of craft beer. A relatively 
new growth area in the market, the 
study showed that drinkers of craft 
beer value a beer less if they think 
it’s brewed by a woman.iv

Category Focus: Beer

Until brands are aware of the  
unconscious bias, it cannot change. 
Instead, brands need to under-
stand their role in creating these 
conditions and work at a more  
fundamental level to unwind them.

While both this ad and the  
previously mentioned Coors  
Light ad are by Molson Coors,  
this one attempts to speak  
to women by using female  
models and pink undertones.
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Beer: Brand Level Bias vs. Advertising Bias

MEN 
WOMEN

Category Focus: Beer
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On average, there  
is a 20% difference  
between men and  
women associating  
and identifying with  
the 5 brands we included  
in our survey. Even for  
women beer drinkers,  
none of the existing  
brands are doing the  
job of talking to them  
in advertising or in the  
overall product category. 

Category Focus: Beer

Brand for me…

Corona Budweiser Stella Artois Heineken Coors Light

49%

37%

53%

32%

43%

23%

51%

44%

25%25%

MEN 
WOMEN
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SPF  
Skin- 
care

Category Focus:
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In a conversation typically about  
gender bias in a single direction  
(i.e. invisible women), it is important  
to understand that a blind spot can  
occur in any conditioned category and, 
in some categories, the bias affects  
the male consumer disproportionately.  
In the case of skincare and SPF, the bias 
has a larger impact than just consumer 
choice or commercial opportunity. 

It is not a new insight that skincare, as associated  
with beauty, would be a female dominant category. 
However, when that category moves from skincare  
to SPF, which is more about protecting one’s health 
than beauty, the reasoning falls away and the bias 
comes into play. Our survey has demonstrated  
that despite shared awareness of the risks of sun  
exposure	and	benefits	associated	with	SPF,	usage,	
brand, and category association are heavily biased  
toward women. This has led to a cultural conditioning 
of men to believe that sunscreen is not important,  
and regular application something most men don’t do.

MEN 
WOMEN

Category Focus: SPF Skincare

Attitudes toward sunscreen

Skin cancer  
is a dangerous 

disease

Sunscreen is an 
important defense 
against skin cancer

I am aware  
of the risks  

of skin cancer

It is important to 
wear sunscreen 

whenever you are 
exposed to the sun

92%

96%

86%

94%

86%

97%

82%

92%

11



We	find	no	physiological	foundation	
for the behavioral difference, since 
SPF protects both genders from 
harmful sunrays equally. Thus we 
must look to the conditions created 
by the industry. Let’s compare SPF 
and brushing your teeth. Similarly  
to SPF, brushing your teeth is 
equally	beneficial	for	both	genders.	
And in theory, the act of brushing 
your teeth is equally as gender-
neutral as wearing SPF. Unlike SPF,  
however, brushing your teeth is 
advertised toward both genders 
and is, therefore, socially accepted 
by both genders. SPF on the  
other hand, which can be argued 
is	more	beneficial	for	your	health	
than brushing your teeth, is biasedly 
advertised toward women and, 
therefore, less socially accepted  
by men.   
Don’t believe it? Here’s 
a Google Images search 
for “applying SPF”: 

Category Focus: SPF Skincare
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Category Focus: SPF Skincare

And the impact of this category bias is counted  
in not just beauty, but lives, with more men than 
women developing skin cancer melanoma—directly  
correlated to the application of SPF. 

“The reason is because the majority  
of men do not apply sunscreen at all,” 
says Ellen Marmur, an associate clinical professor  
of dermatology, genetics, and genomic research  
at Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai in  
New York City.

MEN 
WOMEN
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Our study showed that only 38% of men feel SPF  
skincare is a category for them, and all brands were 
identified	as	more	for	women	by	both	men	and	 
women. So, while men know SPF is important,  
they are not instinctively responding as a population  
to put that logic into action.  

The industry is already working hard to make a  
stronger connection between SPF and cancer risk  
in consumers’ minds. Nivea launched a gender- 
neutral brand campaign in association with Cancer 
Research UK. However, even with gender-neutral 
intent,	our	findings	show	that	without	a	cultural	
change in market conditioning, the impact of a  
campaign like Nivea’s will be disproportionately  
beneficial	to	women	and	perpetuate	the	hidden-in-
plain-sight risk that men continue to face. 

Source: Cancer Statistics Centre, Cancer.orgv 13



Category Focus:Auto-
motive
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The gender brand gap  
in automotive provides  
a different lens into how  
unconscious bias manifests 
in the minds of consumers, 
and the impact it has on 
the market and brands. 
Our survey results for  
the automotive category 
were predictable, but  
surprising. 
  
1. Male and females are 
aligned in what they’re  
looking for car-wise. 

2. Auto-ownership was nearly 
equal between genders, 
with female owners at 84%  
vs. 82% males.
 
If this is the case,  
it leads one  
to question…

MEN 
WOMEN

Category Focus: Automotive

What is important to you when buying a car

How  
reliable  

the car is

How  
comfortable  

the car is

How  
enjoyable  
the car is  
to drive

How  
expensive  
the car is

How  
the car  
looks

How  
many people  

the car  
can hold

94%
97%

78%

89%

70%
72%

59%
62%

57%

52% 52%

56%
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…Why is automotive advertising skewed toward males?  
Ownership between genders is nearly equal, skewing slightly higher toward female in terms  
of total number of cars owned, and yet our survey showed only 37% of women see cars  
as a category for them, as opposed to 70% males.

Automotive: Brand Level Bias vs. Advertising Bias

MEN 
WOMEN

Category Focus: Automotive
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Brands have a big role to play 
in changing this perception and 
understanding the extent to which 
they perpetuate the idea that cars 
are not a category of interest to 
females—the customers who  
buy them most. Even where  
advertising and communications 
are more balanced, the way  
women are presented is often  
accurate, but not aspirational.  
A study conducted by Engine  
into 21st Century women showed  
that only 20% felt the automotive  
category is doing a good job at  
representing women. 

Beyond advertising, the automotive 
gender brand gap most strongly 
manifests in customer experience—
particularly at dealerships. At 
dealerships, the bias is embedded 
in everything from the environment 
to the customer experience and 
internal gender balance and bias.vi 
Alongside multiple anecdotal stories 
of women feeling disempowered 
and overlooked in dealership 
situations, Yale conducted a study 
which proved the anecdotes have 
foundations. Women on average 
were quoted $200 above list price 
vs. men in the same study.vii

Category Focus: Automotive

The opportunity for automotive 
brands is huge and demonstrates 
perfectly the “blind” nature of  
unconscious bias. In the automotive 
industry, both brands and advertising 
are consistently associated with 
men as the primary audience for 
cars. Yet, in the US market there are 
1.4M more women licensed to drive 
than men, with women accounting 
for 62% of new car purchases and 
influencing	more	than	80%	of	all	
car purchasing decisions.viii In that 
context, why is the industry still 
struggling	to	find	an	authentic	voice	
with which to talk to women? 

Brand for me…

Interestingly,  
there are brands  
such as Toyota  
and Volkswagon  
that have closed  
the gap. 

Toyota Ford BMW Mercedes 
Benz

Volkswagen

62% 61%61%

51% 53%

34%

51%

34%

41% 39%
MEN 
WOMEN
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Toyota’s use of a female 
spokesperson in the  
dealership environment 
not only signals that the 
brand is for women, but 
that the dealer experience 
will be one in which women 
can feel comfortable. 
 
Like many other industries, the 
challenge for automotive starts on 
the inside. Companies must restate 
their purpose to be truly inclusive, 
and recognize the conditioning 
that has led their biggest customer 
base to feel excluded. And the 
organizational attitude will be a 
key part of this. Currently, women 
make up the minority of the  
automotive workforce, with only  
16 women (8%) executives in the 
top 20 motor vehicles and parts 
companies in the Fortune Global 
500.ix Clearly, there is a long way  
to go, but opportunity is there for 
those that can get it right.

Category Focus: Automotive
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The challenge of addressing 
an unconscious bias is in the 
name. The bias is unconscious 
and therefore blind.  
 
It	is	incredibly	difficult	to	change	what	
you cannot see, and as with an individual, 
an organization’s brain is 99% instinctive 
and automatic. Whatever bias the  
organization holds, it will more often 
than not continue as unconscious,  
persisting without action and without 
becoming consciously competent.  

The gender brand gap is addressable, 
but one cannot rely on advertising alone 
to solve this problem. The beliefs that 
create the bias are embedded within 
organizational behavior and the  
consumer psyche.

An unconscious problem  
requires a holistic solution:  
 
1. Brand & Purpose – Unconscious bias begins at the core  
 of an organization. Addressing the bias requires brands  
 to restate their belief system, ensuring their values and  
 voice are aligned to an authentic inclusive agenda. It will  
 take setting a manifesto for change that applies internally  
 and externally, with commitments to remake the market  
 and connect with customers as individuals, not stereotypes.

2. Inside Out – Change comes from within and, as we have  
	 uncovered	in	the	findings	above,	marketing	and	brands	 
 alone cannot reverse years of ingrained organizational  
 and consumer beliefs. Brands need to address the structures,  
 processes, attitudes, and behaviors that underpin the  
 organization operationally and culturally. These are what  
 often perpetuate the cycle of bias. 

3. External Impact – Challenge expectations. Be prepared  
 to break conventions with advertising, communications,  
 and experiences that talk to behaviors and attitudes  
 over gender. Brands need to focus on removing bias,  
 not adding preference or overcompensating. To do this,  
 brands can use data, insights, and creativity to deliver  
 personalized communications that talk to the individual.

Becoming Conscious:  
Fix the Engine that Drives the Bias

99% OF  
THOUGHT IS 
UNCONSCIOUS
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An unconscious problem requires a holistic solution

External Internal

Becoming Conscious:  
Fix the Engine that Drives the Bias

Brand &  
Purpose

Culture &  
Social Impact

Organization  
& Operation

Employee  
Experience

Customer  
Experience

Data-driven 
 performance  

marketing

Comms &  
Advertising
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Diageo is a great example  
of an organization addressing 
gender bias holistically,  
from how it presents its brands 
externally to its processes  
and internal culture.  
They have been recognized by  
the Bloomberg Gender Equality 
Index for initiatives that include  
their social impact and gender 
equality in their supply chain,  
as well as their board composition 
and pay gap. The consciousness  
of their journey is the noteworthy  
element: by making their journey 
public and accountable, they  
have broken the cycle of  
unconscious bias.x 
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Conclusion:  
How Much is Your Blind Spot Costing You?

Creating target markets that 
exclude huge swathes of populations 
equates to millions, if not billions, 
of lost revenue. Instead of stealing 
market share from competitors, 
brands	can	redefine	the	context	 
of the category they operate within, 
opening themselves to a new group 
of customers who have been there 
all along.  

Understanding and addressing your 
gender brand gap and unconscious 
biases is no longer optional. The 
saying goes, “If you do what you  
always did, you’ll get what you always 
got.” As generational purchasing 
power shifts, this is no longer true. 
Brands that do what they’ve always 
done will be left behind. 

Why is this happening now? 

1. Hyper personalization and data-driven 
marketing are the new norm. Customers 
expect to be treated as individual people, 
instead of populations; the technology 
exists, the media market is ready, and 
customers expect it. Treating customers 
as populations, rather than individuals, 
has been addressed in digital marketing. 

It is now time to apply the same  
understanding to how brands  
communicate, operate, and organize. 

2. Millennials have changed the  
marketing game and Gen Z promises 
to have a similar impact. Doing what 
you’ve always done will no longer  
work. In two of our featured categories, 
the impact is already being felt: 

 a. Beer. Millennials drink less volume  
 and less often than Gen X and Baby  
 Boomers. The beer industry will contract  
	 naturally	if	new	markets	are	not	identified.	 
 Becoming relevant to the full population  
 of existing markets is one potential way  
 to counteract this trend.

 b.  Automotive. With smart sharing  
 and other new ownership models,  
 car ownership will be a very different  
 market in the next 10 years. Brands  
 which connect with both genders,  
 as well as race, disability, and age,  
 will adapt much more successfully.

3. Data bias has already been established 
as a driver of perpetuating existing 
behaviors.xi As data-driven business 
evolves into machine learning and  
artificial	intelligence,	brands	have	a	limited 

window to address their built-in bias  
and restore the balance they want.  
If brands enter the data automation  
age with the same biases intact, then 
the self-limited, constricted markets 
they currently operate in will be their 
future addressable markets, as well. 

Organizational unconscious bias does  
not stop at gender. The gender brand 
gap is only the beginning of the story. 
Industries or brands orientated around 
populations over individuals, and led by 
past performance not future behavior, 
will be exposed to blind spots in other 
areas as well. Race, disability, and age 
have similar belief systems around what 
consumers “will” or “won’t” do/buy/think.

Which leads us to wonder:

WHAT OTHER  
ASSUMPTIONS  
IS YOUR BUSINESS  
MAKING? 
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The	solution	is	first	to	become	aware,	 
second to recognize the opportunity,  
and third to remake the markets to  
your	advantage	and	the	customer’s	benefit. 

Change the Context.
Challenge the Conditioning.
Create Tomorrow. 
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Survey Methodology 

This	report	presents	the	findings	of	a	survey	
conducted among a sample of 2,004 adults 
18 years of age and older. This survey was 
live on May 28-31, 2019. Of the 2,004 
respondents, 1,002 were male and 1,002 
were female. The survey was split into three 
sections with one-third of the total sample 
responding to each section.

 1. Attitude – what do you think about  
 these categories and do they talk to you  
 (n=668) Margin of error: +/-3.79 percent- 
	 age	points	at	the	95%	confidence	interval
 2. Participation – what products do you  
 use, how important and how frequent  
 (n=668) Margin of error: +/-3.79 percent- 
	 age	points	at	the	95%	confidence	interval
 3. Brands – do you view the advertising  
 and brands within categories as for you  
 (n=668) Margin of error: +/-3.79 percent- 
	 age	points	at	the	95%	confidence	interval

Completed interviews are weighted by 
five	variables:	age,	sex,	geographic	region,	
race, and education to ensure reliable and 
accurate representation of the total U.S. 
population, 18 years of age and older. The 
raw data is weighted by a custom designed 
program which automatically develops a 
weighting factor for each respondent. Each 
respondent is assigned a single weight 
derived from the relationship between the 
actual proportion of the population based 
on	US	Census	data	with	its	specific	combi-
nation of age, sex, geographic characteris-
tics, race, and education and the proportion 
in the sample. 

Respondents for this survey were selected 
from among those who have volunteered  
to participate in online surveys and polls.  
All sample surveys and polls may be subject 
to multiple sources of error, including, but 
not limited to sampling error, coverage  
error, error associated with nonresponse, 
and error associated with question wording 
and response options.

Engine is a collaborative and consultative 
research partner to hundreds of organiza-
tions around the globe. We possess a wide 
variety of resources, tools, and technologies 
to collect and analyze information for our 
clients. As a founding member of the Code 
of Standards of the Council of American 
Survey Research Organizations (CASRO) 
and a member of the European Society  
for Opinion and Marketing Research  
(ESOMAR), we adhere to a rigorous  
Code of Standards and Ethics for Survey 
Research.  
   
As required by CASRO, we will maintain  
the anonymity of our respondents. No  
information will be released that in any  
way will reveal the identity of a respodent. 
Our authorization is required for any  
publication	of	the	research	findings	or	 
their implications. Engine has exercised  
its best efforts in the preparation of this 
information. In any event, the company 
assumes no responsibility for any use which 
is made of this information or any decisions 
based upon it.

ii http://www.genderleadershipgroup.com/the-in-
clusionary-leadership-blog/210 

iii *Gender Pint Gap report: https://dealatis.org.
uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Gender-Pint-
Gap-Report_Dea-Latis_May-2018.pdf

iv https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/faculty-research/
publications/gender-inequality-product-mar-
kets-when-how-status-beliefs-transfer

v https://cancerstatisticscenter.cancer.org/?_
ga=2.210155797.1218575827.1556914440-
437255868.1556914440#!/cancer-site/Melano-
ma%20of%20the%20skin

vi https://www.autonews.com/article/20171022/
OEM02/171029978/sexism-alive-and-well-in-au-
to-industry

vii https://www.today.com/money/car-dealers-
who-pays-more-men-or-women-t24181

viii https://www.cjponyparts.com/resources/men-
vs-women-car-buying

ix https://www.catalyst.org/research/wom-
en-in-the-automotive-industry/

x https://www.diageo.com/en/news-and-me-
dia/features/diageo-recognised-in-the-2019-
bloomberg-gender-equality-index/

xi Invisible Women: Exposing Data Bias in a World 
Designed for Men, Caroline Criado Perez
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About Engine 
Engine exists to help future-proof our clients’ businesses.  
In a fast-changing world, we empower our clients  
to outperform in the present and win in the future.  
Driven by data. Fueled by imagination. Powered by technology.  
We are an ecosystem of creative wunderkinds, uber-nerds,  
business consultants, cultural mavens, and channel specialists, 
working together to help clients grow. With global  
headquarters	in	New	York	and	17	offices	across	North	America,	 
the	UK,	Europe,	and	Asia-Pacific,	Engine	offers	clients	 
a vast range of marketing solutions—including insights,  
content, media, strategy, and technology.  

Interested in more insights on the 
Gender Brand Gap or how Engine can help?   
 
Contact us at:  
answers@enginegroup.com  
or visit our website  
enginegroup.com
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