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This article presents a case study about 
three underwear and footwear advertis-
ing campaigns aimed at girls and ado-
lescents in the context of the promotion 
of the back-to-school season in Chile in 
February 2020. The adverts caused social 
and media controversy. Social media us-
ers accused the brands of sexualizing chil-
dren and adolescents’ images for market-
ing and commercial ends. Based on an 
interpretative analysis of the graphic piec-
es involved in the campaigns, this article 
reflects on the representation of girls and 
adolescent girls. This research observes a 
resort to female gender stereotypes char-

acteristic of the fashion industry extended 
to childhood. Considering that advertis-
ing is one of the main discursive axes cen-
tral in the social and media construction 
of infancy, we discuss the risk of normaliz-
ing communication strategies which ap-
peal to the increasingly earlier seduction 
and erotization of infant and adolescent 
bodies through mass media despite pre-
vailing ethical and self-regulation codes 
in the country.

Keywords: advertising, stereotypes, 
sexualization, girls-adolescents, fashion 
industry.

The presence of girls and adolescent girls in fashion advertising campaigns 
constitute relevant problems approached by recent studies, in areas such as 
gender stereotypes, early erotization of their bodies by marketing, and the 

effects of socialization of individuals who grow up in a mediated and consumption 
society, with relevant communication spaces through social media (Bailey, 2011; 
Cervilla-Fernández and Marfil-Carmona, 2019; Díaz-Bustamante, Llovet-Rodrí-
guez, 2017; Egan, 2013; González-Anleo, Cortés del Rosario, and Garcelán Vargas, 
2013; Gunter et al., 2014; Liotard and Jamain-Samson, 2011; Merskin, 2004).
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188 The social and experts’ concern about the erotization or sexualization of 
childhood with commercial ends by the fashion industry has been included 
in congress reports, such as in the United Kingdom (Bailey, 2011) and France 
(Jouanno, 2012). Not only do they criticize how inappropriate is to sexualize a 
girl to sell a product (Medina-Heredia and Méndiz-Noguero, 2012), but also the 
use of certain stereotypes of erotic and sexual connotation, which would operate 
as socialization figures of girls and adolescent girls (Liotard and Jamain-Samson, 
2011), even more in a digital and social media environment (Gunter et al., 2014; 
Llovet-Rodríguez, Díaz-Bustamante and Méndiz-Noguero, 2019). Citing Potter 
(1965) and Jhally (1987), Caro (2014) holds that advertising has large power in 
the formation of people’s norms and that it is the most influential socialization 
institution of modern societies.

In February 2020, a social controversy was triggered in Chile on social media, 
which expanded on to traditional media, regarding three advertising campaigns 
accused of resorting to the erotization of girls and adolescent girls’ bodies, who 
appear modeling underwear, socks, and shoes, in the middle of back-to-school 
sale season. The controversy originated when a photographer, psychologist and 
women’s rights activist called out on Twitter to withdraw an advert by a socks 
brand seen on display, which, according to her, sexualized the girl-model and 
might, to her judgement, foster pederasty (Lorenzini, 2020). Her tweet included 
a picture of the graphic piece, taken from one of the adverts at a shopping mall. 
She tagged Defensoría de la Niñez,1 an entity which also expressed their concerns.

In a few days, social media users as well as the press identified similar cases on 
an underwear brand’s advert (a catalogue which circulated in digital print media) 
and in a footwear brand, with adolescents as protagonists (e.g., El Dínamo, 2020; 
Espinoza, 2020; T13, 2020). The arguments of the people who raised the concerns 
refer to sexist advertising, i.e., the use of images of women with sexual content as a 
persuasion tool, remarking “the social passivity and tolerance towards adverts which 
objectify the person and infringe upon their dignity” (Carretero-García, 2014: 130). 

The criticism made by citizens (Urzúa, 2020), child sexual abuse prevention 
experts (Jackson, 2020) and government authorities (San Francisco and Badal, 2020), 
appealed to the responsibility of the brands on the inappropriate character of the 
images produced, their eroticizing or sexualized register of girls and adolescent girls in 
Chile. One of the brands publicly apologized and withdrew the adverts. Complaints 
were issued before the Self-Regulation and Advertising Council,2 which ruled in 

1	  Public and autonomous institution in charge of disseminating, protecting, and pro-
moting the rights of children and adolescents in Chile (<www.defensoriadelaninez.cl>).

2	  Or CONAR (Consejo de Autorregulación y Ética Publicitaria), is a private corporation 
formed by the main guild entities of the industry – the Chilean Association of Advertising Agen-
cies (Asociación Chilena de Agencias de Publicidad, ACHAP) and the National Association of 
Advertisers (Asociación Nacional de Avisadores, ANDA). Its objective is ethical self-regulation of 
the national advertising activity (<www.conar.cl>).
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favor of the plaintiffs.3 In addition, such entity asked to withdraw the campaigns 
from their different communication platforms (CONAR, 2020a, 2020b, and 2020c). 

A similar media controversy occurred at a worldwide level in August 2020, when 
the streaming platform Netflix had to apologize for “the art used” to promote the 
french film Guapis (Mignones in its original French title, by Maimouna Docouré; 
a work of fiction which was awarded the best director prize at the Sundance Film 
Festival 2020), through a poster showing the group of the 11-year-old girls who 
star on the film in sensual attitude on the dancefloor, decontextualizing the 
original plot of the film (Garrido, 2020).

The analysis presented here is part of a broader investigation about the media 
construction of childhood. The article proposes to interpret the erotization of 
girls and adolescent girls in advertising as a stereotyping and early sexualization 
phenomenon, based on the pieces deemed inappropriate by the citizens and the 
infancy experts in Chile. This supposes recognizing the symbolic character of 
advertising within culture, the stereotyping of women and its expansion to the 
sexualization of childhood in advertising, defined as “the way in which girls-
adolescents, within their social context, manifests certain aspects which are 
not their own, such as excessive femininity derived from sexual load” (Díaz-
Bustamante and Llovet-Rodríguez 2017: 78, quoting Arteaga-Villamil, 2010). In 
this case, the context of the commodification of the childhood image is added, 
specifically through the capitalization of its image as a sales strategy (Azevedo-
Queiroz and Alves dos Santos, 2018).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Advertising: Symbolic and Ethical Aspects 

Advertising is generically defined as a form of paid mediated communication, 
whose aim is to persuade the receiver to do a determined action (Richards and 
Curran, 2002: 74). Beyond that communicational-pragmatic dimension, it is also 
considered an agent of socialization and social cohesion (Berger, 2011; Caro, 
2007), given its capacity of representation and resignification of the practices 
and values pertaining to a culture (Trindade and Silva, 2009; Vergara, 2006). 
For this reason, advertising is constituted as a symbolic referent of everyday life 
(Caro, 2014).

A way to explain this symbolic dimension is through the social imaginaries’ 
theory, understood as groups of ideas and images (Escobar, 2000: 67) which act 
as thematic referents within the superior frame of culture (Baczko, 1991: 28). 
Imaginaries operate as a simplification of reality, allowing communities to 
understand and experiment phenomena or the material conditions of existence 

3	  See details of the processes appeals, and rulings at CONAR (<https://www.conar.cl/
casos/casos-completos/>).
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190 not explained by rational significations (Castoriadis, 1983: 254-255), as occurs, 
for instance, with the national identity (Anderson, 1993: 23-24). In this sense, 
imaginaries are regulatory forces of collective integration (Pintos, 1995: 108), and 
matrixes of social representations (Gómez, 2001: 198), i.e., of the stock of subjective 
interpretations of reality (Moscovici, 1984). Due to these characteristics, the 
mediated social discourse is fundamental for the constitution and dissemination 
of imaginaries (Baczko, 1991: 31), within which advertising fulfills a key role, 
circulating different types of social representations and stereotypes in different 
media (Hellín, 2007).

Recently, the “sexualisation of childhood” moved into the centre ground of 
public policy and debate internationally (Bragg and Buckingham, 2013) and it 
is important to think about the consequences for children and the consumer 
society (Llovet-Rodríguez, Díaz-Bustamante, and Patiño-Alves, 2016). One of the 
consequences of age compression is that kids are bombarded with adult content 
and messages that carry specific ideas not about childhood, but about what it 
means to be an adult (Speno and Aubrey, 2018: 628).

From an ethical perspective, “the moral dimension of the advertising action 
is linked to its ends, with the media it employs, the consequences that derive 
from its activity and, also, its source of social legitimacy” (Feenstra, 2014: 12). 
According to the Chilean Code of Advertisement ethics (CONAR, 2018: Article 
22), “the participation of minors in advertising will avoid promoting situations 
and behaviors that are inappropriate for their age”. Regarding advertising aimed 
to children, “special attention must be paid to the product promoted and the 
type of advertising is appropriate for infant and young audiences (Article 21). 
Likewise, such code specifically indicates about gender representation and 
stereotypes that “advertising messages must avoid statements and representations 
that denigrate people regarding their appearance, behavior, features or lifestyles, 
or that objectify them and reduce them to their sexuality” (Article 2). 

Women Stereotyping As Precedent of Erotization of Girls

A stereotype is a representation which defines a group or category of beings 
based on the exacerbation of specific attributes, whether positive or negative 
(Schneider, 2004: 24). Hence it is always a reduction exercise and, as any social 
representation, a product of a psychological elaboration of the real (Jodelet, 1986: 
474). The issue of stereotypes is relevant. They are a frequent topic in the research 
about social representations (Rosa, 2013) and the concern about their use in the 
media, especially when they refer to people’s gender or sex, has a long history 
(Eisend, 2010; Herrett-Skjellum and Allen, 1996; Miller et al., 2018, Stankiewicz 
and Roselli, 2008). UN Women has attempted to sensibilize communicators on 
the meaningful role they play in perpetuating —or questioning— the social norms 
that tolerate discrimination or violence against women, girls, and adolescent 
girls, as well as the different stereotype forms associated to such violence (ONU 
Mujeres, 1995, 2020).

According to diverse contemporary research, the main media tendency is 
to reproduce gender inequality (Francisco-Heredero, 2019; Mensa and Bittner, 
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2020) and representing women stereotypically as the object of sexual desire of 
men (Cáceres and Díaz, 2008; Lin, 1998; Maioli, 2017; Petroll and Damacena, 
2012; Ribero, 2009; Serrano et al., 2018; Sherman, Allemand, and Prickett, 2020; 
Valiente-Bermejo, 2019; Zarza and Vélez, 2018). This should be interpreted as a 
reflection of beliefs and implicit assumptions regarding the interest of the public 
—men and women—, and not so much as a thorough representation of reality 
(Goffman, 1976). Negative stereotyping is a matter or representation based 
on imaginaries and significations present in society (Amâncio, 1993). In the 
sexualization of current culture appears a new feminine subject who “is incited 
to be compulsorily sexy and always ‘up for it’” (Gill, 2012: 486).

Sexualization of Childhood in the Media

Children and young people are not only exposed to increasing amount of hyper-
sexualized images, but they are also sold the idea that they have to look “sexy” 
and “hot” (Egan, 2013). The evidence gathered since 2007 allows affirming that 
the sexualization of boys, girls and adolescents in media is a “major cultural 
problem”, due to its presence on television, film, advertising, popular music and 
even the fashion industry (Lamb and Koven, 2019: 2). 

Any of the following media-discourse practices constitute an index of 
sexualization: associating the value of a person to their attractiveness or sexual 
behavior, excluding other characteristics; defining physical attractiveness in a 
limited way, only in a erotic-sexual dimension; representing an individual as an 
object of others’ sexual desire, without considering their action and decision-
making capacity in an independent way, and inappropriately imposing sexuality 
on to a person (APA, 2007).

The sexualization of childhood has implications for their psychological 
and physical wellbeing (Merskin, 2004). From a psychological perspective, 
sexuality is configured from an age stratification and the development stages 
of a person. “Infancy and adolescence, considered transitional phases, are 
opposed to adulthood, whose sexuality is already a finished and lasting product” 
(Anastasia, 2019: 106). Different studies show that representations based on 
adult sexualization stereotypes of underaged women are more and more frequent 
(CNTV-Chile, 2012; Garrido et al., 2020; Grande-López, 2019; Maioli, 2017; 
Méndiz-Noguero, 2018; Lamb and Koven, 2019). This is noticed regularly in the 
fashion industry, “even for products in which such [sexual] references are not 
applicable” (Maioli, 2017: 24). Famous are the cases of Armani (adolescents aged 
between 14 and 15) and Vogue (girls between 5 and 7 years of age), for sending 
mixed messages: for adults, associating clothes to child seduction, and for 
children, not perceiving that they are being sold clothing (Medina-Heredia and 
Méndiz-Noguero, 2012). The sexualizing attributes identified in the academic 
literature can be grouped in three categories: the ones relative to people’s dress 
code and nudity; the ones linked to the expressions and illustration which, 
occasionally, appear next to images of people or the clothing they wear, and 
the ones associated to people’s gestures and posture (Díaz-Bustamante, Llovet-
Rodríguez, and Narros-González, 2020: 78).
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192 The main problems derived from this erotization of girls are linked to issues 
of identity, body image, mental and psychological health, the reinforcement 
of gender stereotypes and, in the worst cases, gender violence, sexual abuse, 
pedophilia and sex tourism, among others (Egan and Hawks, 2008; Lamb and 
Koven, 2019, Medina-Heredia and Méndiz-Noguero, 2012. This is since body 
image “is a multifaceted construct and includes more than weight and shape”, 
and because “it incorporates thoughts, beliefs, feelings and behaviors” (Larraín 
et al., 2013: 30).

In this sense, sexualized stereotypes can promote an image that girls might 
consider not only valid, but above all imitable, if they seek integration or social 
acceptance (Valiente-Bermejo, 2019: 36). This supposes, at the same time, that 
feminine bodies are frequently represented as a category of objects (Orellana, 2019). 

METHODOLOGY

As a cultural artifact, advertising can install signifying objects for their 
appropriation by potential consumers (Vergara et al., 2018). That is to say, and 
according to Mitchell (1986, 2005), the advertising image, as every image, can 
generate meaning (a relation with another entity) and sense (an orientation 
regarding the signified reality). Due to this, we adopted an interpretive 
epistemological perspective and a qualitative methodological approach since we 
understand the path to the research object —the sexualization of children in 
advertising through stereotypes— as an interpretation exercise with high degrees 
of subjectivity. The semiotic works of Barthes (1986 [1964]) and Williamson 
(1978) inspired this research design, as well as of McQuarrie and Mick (2003) 
and Kettemann (2014).

The analysis features two stages. First, we seek to identify those aspects which 
could convey a sexualizing stereotype in the advert. The structural aspects of the 
image are described, according to the following categories (Barthes, 1986): the 
linguistic message, or the set of verbal signs in the advert, whose function is to 
anchor or delimit the general meaning; the coded iconic message, or the nonverbal 
signs which represent natural objects (people, things, places, etc.), involving a 
more or less defined meaning, and the non-coded iconic message, or the set of 
visual grammar elements (color, shape, texture, etc.) which acquire a specific 
meaning due to their relation with the other two types of messages.

In the second stage, we seek to recognize the meanings contained in the 
configuring elements of the stereotype from the erotization-sexualization 
dimension. We resort to two analysis models: the distinction between denotation 
and connotation (Barthes, 1971) and the concept of referent systems (Williamson, 
1978). Denotation corresponds to the evident and objective meaning based on 
the original sense of the sign/text. Connotation is an underlying and subjective 
meaning based on the extension of the text’s original intention from its link with 
historical, ideological, and cultural matrices. According to the referent systems 
concept, the connotation is configured and explained ideologically due to the 
appeal of the advert to specific sets of beliefs, associated with social groups and 
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issues. In our case, the referent system is the subject of women stereotyping and 
child sexualization, described in the theoretical framework.

We opted for an intentional sampling design based on the adverts attached to 
the citizens’ demands before the CONAR (one ad per brand). These three pieces 
also had most significant circulation in social and national media during the 
controversy. Since complaints were made a couple of days before the launch 
of the campaigns, the three brands involved only managed to display very few 
adverts and had to withdraw all the pieces and catalogs from their platforms 
and the media after CONAR’s ruling, which was favorable to the claimants. 
Consequently, it is impossible to access the adverts from official sources and the 
complete catalog of images that were part of the campaigns. Considering the 
space limitations of a scientific paper, it would be unfeasible to offer a detailed 
account for a more extensive case corpus.

The images, shown in Figures 1, 2, and 3, were obtained from the Twitter 
accounts belonging to individuals and from a foreign media. Out of respect for 
the Council’s decision to protect the girls’ identities, the images included here 
hide their faces, which is also related to broader ethical challenges of visual 
research in studies of girlhood (Fink and Lomax, 2016).

RESULTS

Figure 1 shows a poster for socks brand Monarch, placed on a shop window, 
whose content also circulated in social media in the form of an advert. This 
was the image that triggered the controversy, mainly because of the girl-model’s 
attire and pose.

Figure 1. Back to school campaign advert by Monarch

Source: Lorenzini (2020). Retrieved on August 20, 2020.
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194 The linguistic message features, in the upper part of the advert, the brand’s 
name with the tagline associated to the campaign (“Monarch” – “Teen Class”), 
while in the lower part it shows the name of the promotion (“Escolares 2020”, 
Schoolchildren, 2020) along with a slogan related to the product’s quality 
(“Garantizados todo el año” – “Guaranteed all year”). From the point of view of 
the coded iconic elements, the image is composed by the girl, who might be aged 
between 8 to 10, her attire and accessories. The model has Caucasian features 
(light skin, brown hair) and sports a common school uniform in Chile (white 
pique polo shirt, short skirt or short —it is not clearly distinguishable— grey 
socks and black shoes). In her head she wears a headpiece or diadem, whose 
upper part simulates the silhouette of a cat (pointed ears). In her hand she holds 
a red and green popsicle.

Regarding non-coded iconic elements, the image prominently features yellow 
as background, on top of which there are some unidentified shapes, which seem 
to be drawings or doodles made by children of the girl’s age. While the verbal 
message on the upper part features the brand’s typography, the lower part 
simulates handwriting, with print characters, written in colored chalk (white, 
blue, and red). The photograph of the girl features a semi-frontal long shot, 
neutral angle (at the height of the subject’s look). Her lips look red.

In denotative terms, the girl’s pose, which does not seem spontaneous or 
comfortable, is a signifier element that refers to the intentional character of her 
conduct: she is posing for the camera. Her attire is a signifier of her student 
condition, which emphasizes her childlike character. Her long hair and hairstyle 
are a signifier of her femininity. Her red lips are a signifier of a sign: she has 
tasted the popsicle. Finally, the cat-eared headpiece, an accessory that does not 
belong to the school uniform attire, is a signifier of her intention of customizing 
her appearance, i.e., give herself a style. Based on these elements, it is possible 
to notice a connotative signification of sensuality. The pose, direct look at the 
viewer, short skirt, the hair, and the red lips configure a system that not only 
appeals to the feminine character of the photographed subject, but especially to 
the sensitive dimension of her attractiveness, her outer beauty. In this framework, 
the headpiece alludes to the figure of a cat, an animal commonly associated 
—especially in its female gender- to sensuality. All these factors described and 
interpreted make it possible to recognize a sexualizing female stereotype, since 
the image narrows down the girl’s identity to her physical condition and to 
attitudes associated to the area of eroticism, i.e., of sexual arousal and, above all, 
the implicit prohibition in her (see for example Bataille, 1997).

Figure 2 features an advert by underwear brand Mota, circulated in a digital 
and print catalogue. Its linguistic message, at the center of the image, only says 
“Niños Mota” –“Mota’Children”. Under this slogan, a code is shown (MT-4211), 
repeated several times. 
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Figure 2. Back to school campaign advert by Mota

Source: <https://actualidad.rt.com/actualidad/343286-hipersexualizacion-ninas-campanas-publicitarias-criticas-chile>. 

Retrieved on August 20, 2020.

Regarding the coded iconic elements, the image is composed by a girl of about 10 
years of age, who sports white underwear with pink designs and a white long-sleeved 
shirt, which in the lower part of its neck has a small ribbon. The model, of Caucasian 
features (light skin, brown hair), wears her hair loose and wavy. She is slim. She 
makes a hip movement towards her left while pulling her shirt with her right hand.

Concerning the non-coded iconic aspects, the image predominantly features 
pink, which covers the background as it were a canvas, which also features a 
dark pink polka dot design, the same color as the girl’s underwear. Except for 
the white in the clothes and slogan, the only chromatic variation is the brand 
logo, which is blue, very small, and placed to the left of the minor. The image 
is a frontal medium-long or “knee” shot (not showing her ankles) at the center 
of the advert. In the case of the slogan, the word “Mota”, in big typography, is 
half-covered by the girl.

In denotative terms, like the previous case the girl’s pose is a signifier that 
alludes to her intention of posing for the camera. Her gesture, twisting her hip 
and grabbing her shirt, mimics the movement of a model on a runway and 
accentuates the curve of her waist. Her attire, which corresponds to underwear, is 
a signifier of a situation of intimacy. Her long and loose hair and wavy hairstyle, 
falling on her shoulders, is a signifier of her femininity. The predominant pink 
color has the same meaning, although it implies a certain infantilization.

These elements make possible to recognize a connotative signification of 
sensuality. Notwithstanding, this differs from the previous case, since in this case 
there is a component of imagination: the fact that the girl is wearing underwear and 
is in an undetermined place gives the image a certain dreamlike character, since she 

https://actualidad.rt.com/actualidad/343286-hipersexualizacion-ninas-campanas-publicitarias-criticas-chile
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196 is posing for someone invisible in an impossible place, which does not represent 
any space pertaining to infancy (e.g., her bedroom). The girl’s attitude could have a 
playful character, as if she were mimicking a professional model. However, showing 
her without context diminishes this option. It would be different if she were with 
friends in a pajama party, or with her mother, posing in front of a mirror. The lack 
of reference to a concrete space-time implies the inexistence of a truly appropriate 
context for the girl’s attitude. In consequence, in this advert it is also possible to 
recognize a sexualizing female stereotype, since the girl is utilized to represent a 
narrowed and objectified vision of the feminine, with a sexual arousal.

Finally, Figure 3 shows an advert by footwear brand CMoran. Its linguistic 
message features the brand’s name and the slogan for the campaign (“Back to 
school”, in English in the original) in the upper part.

Figure 3. Back to school campaign advert by C Moran

Source: <https://twitter.com/gueonakebrutal/status/1226966258656120833>. Retrieved on August 20, 2020.

Regarding the coded iconic message, four adolescent girls with different school 
attire posing for the camera in front of lockers, in what is supposedly a school. Two 
of the girls have Aryan-Caucasian features (light skin, blond hair). The other two 

https://twitter.com/gueonakebrutal/status/1226966258656120833
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have a more Latin appearance (brown skin, brown or dark hair). The first girl, to 
the left, on the lower part of the image, squatting on one leg and with the other 
stretched, sports a short jumper typically used in Chilean public schools (blue with 
a white blouse). The second girl, to her left, is standing and sports blue pants with 
suspenders and a white t-shirt. The third girl is also standing, leaning on the lockers, 
and sports a plaid skirt with a white blouse and a tie in tones that match the skirt. 
The last girl is sitting on the floor, with semi-crossed legs, and sports a short grey 
skirt, up to the height of her thigh, a white blouse and a grey tie. All of them wear 
makeup and have their hair done and are wearing black school uniform shoes. 

Among the non-coded iconic aspects, the upper part of the image features 
the slogan in big letters and the apparent figure of a grey heart, whose interior 
lines or folds emulate an origami. The typography alludes to high school films 
and American series’ aesthetics. Given the place where the scene takes place —a 
hallway corridor with lockers—, the image predominantly features grey and 
opaque tones, except for some red and blue lockers. The photograph shows a 
long shot with a ¾ view, which reveals the corridor in perspective.

In denotative terms, the adolescents’ pose is a signifier that refers to their 
intention of posing for the camera. Their attire is a signifier of their student 
condition, even though, unlike what occurs in the first case, the overall style they 
adopt, their hairstyle, makeup and even their accessories, distance them from 
any childlike and adolescent character. The femininity these details represent is 
rather of an adult nature or seeks to signify a certain adulthood.

In the light of these elements, this image connotatively signifies sensuality. 
However, it differs from the previous images not only because of the exposure 
component, since the young girls are there to be seen, but also because of the 
strong identity character, almost tribal, which the image conveys to a public and 
functional space, like the locker hallway corridor. It is true that the content of 
the lockers is private and representative of individuality. However, the hallway 
corridor shows the uniformity proper of a stop-by place. The key is the presence 
of the tribe: the popular girls turn a common place into a special one. In addition, 
in this case, the basis of popularity is sensuality. The only elements that refer to 
going back to school, apart from the uniforms, are accessories, a bright pink 
notebook, which looks like a clutch handbag, and an odd-looking notebook, 
with a pen with a bright ornament. 

It is also possible to recognize a sexualizing female stereotype, since the 
adolescent girls’ identity –even in group terms- is constructed from their physical-
sexual appeal, which is at the same time explained by an exposure desire.

CONCLUSIONS

The analysis carried out makes it possible to conclude that the three images 
that triggered the controversy about the sexualization of girls and adolescent 
girls in Chile give an account of a sexualizing female stereotype, and that their 
signification is anchored in a sensuality constructed by an adult femininity, an 
ambiguous relation with the infant world, whose key signifying element is the 
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198 intentionality of the body (in order to be sexy one has to adopt a deliberate pose, 
lacking spontaneity). In this sense, the presence of sexualization signs described by 
the APA (2007) is confirmed, especially the inappropriate imposition of sexuality 
on minors and the association between a person’s value and their physical appeal. 

Results confirm, regarding the studied cases, the trend noted by the literature 
about the importance of sexuality and eroticism as advertising arguments for 
the promotion of goods, even in campaigns that feature girl-models (Medina-
Heredia and Méndiz-Noguero, 2012) or aimed at young girls. In this sense, it is 
curious that these brands build their value proposition based on risky benefits of 
self-expression (Aaker, 1996: 96-101), due to the social judgment they involve. 
Another interpretation could be that, not mediating this controversy might 
mean an advance towards the normalization of this kind of marketing strategies.

The stereotypes present in the novel/film “Lolita” or the “sexy bomb” (Liotard 
and Jamain-Samson, 2011) still operate in the public space and mass media as a 
contemporary source of the sexually attractive girl or adolescent girl stereotype, 
who seem to turn —willfully— into objects of desire. In the case of the first two 
images, the bodies of girls aged between 8 and 10 become stereotypes of “Lolita” 
bodies, regardless of not having the body image of an adolescent yet. Regarding 
the image of the adolescents, set in a school context, some of the representations 
might get close to the “Lolita” as well as the “sexy bomb” stereotypes.

The social representations offered by the media and social media constitute a 
growing problematic area, due to their capacity of normalizing certain practices 
according to commercial interests. This kind of depictions significantly contribute 
to develop a particular imaginary of childhood and the possible legitimation 
of their early erotization, views broadly criticized by organizations in charge of 
caring for children’s health and to protect their rights. These advertising practices 
are not new, as emblematic cases of important fashion brands like Armani 
and Vogue demonstrate. Their dissemination through media tends to renew 
stereotypes present in society, though incompatible with the current debate on 
childhood and its protection.

It is curious that in a context in which the already mentioned advertising code 
of ethics in Chile points out that “advertising must avoid any form of appeal to 
sexuality, especially in situations or images that present minors in attitudes of 
eroticism or seduction” (CONAR, 2018, art. 21) these visual strategies were chosen 
to promote socks, underwear, and footwear. Even though the visual treatment of 
the pieces might be a differentiation resource, beyond the advertising argument 
related to the product’s quality over others, to promote brand attributes based on 
intangible values, such as being noticed, success, and social acceptance linked to 
physical appearance; it overdoes in the use of girls and adolescent girls’ bodies.

While these advertising arguments are recurring in general at a media level, 
revealing dimensions still latent in society, the current sociocultural context 
presents an increasingly critical sense regarding these kinds of discourses. 
Their role and social responsibility as public space agents of dissemination and 
validation of certain stereotypes and social imaginaries is not neutral, and the 
citizens, as in the case of the controversy that took place in Chile, are not willing 
to normalize these kinds of practices with marketing and commercial purposes. 
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