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1. Introduction 
1.1Background & Context.  

Racial representation has been an issue all throughout American history. In 
industries such as advertising and fashion this problem is especially apparent. (Bristor, 
Lee, & Hunt, 1995; Reddy-Best, et al., 2018) In the advertising industry there has been 
attempts to be inclusive over the last 100 years, unfortunately these attempts are riddled 
with discriminatory and racially insensitive imagery which still finds its way to the surface 
today. Companies continue to make head scratching mistakes such as a Dove advert 
where a black actress removes a piece of clothing to reveal a white actress, an advert 
that echo adverts from the early 1900 showing soap and other cleaning products  
perceived to be “cleaning” dark skin to reveal white more desirable skin. (Adweek, 2019) 
Adweek (2019) Goes on to address how influential black culture is in today’s media and 
“mistakes” like this simply cannot continue to happen.  

The Fashion industry itself has comparable issues. Recent years have shown vast 
improvements for one of luxury fashions’ main advertising method, runway shows and 
events. With 2018 being one of the most racially inclusive years on the runway, one might 
believe that the industry itself would follow suite, however that is not the case. (Fashion 
Spot, 2018) Fashion, like advertising, lacks diverse workforce which many attributes as 
one of the core issues surrounding racial inequalities. (Washington Post, 2017) Shabbir 
et al. (2013) had done research showing that both industries have been perceived to 
continually push subtle outdated negative stereotypes about minority groups which 
subconsciously stops people form changing bad habits. In light of many recent scandals 
that were perceived to be racist in the fashion industry, this research shall investigate 
current fashion advertising imagery to assess the level of overt and subtle stereotypically 
racial imagery that is still being produced in an attempt to recommend steps for 
companies to take to avoid this. The following sections will explain the research aims, 
objectives, and questions followed by an in-depth review of the past and the current 
relationship America, the advertising industry, and the fashion industry has with race. In 
addition to this a review of the power of images and the effects of priming on the 
subconscious mind will also be discussed. 
 

1.2 Research Proposal 
1.21 Research Question. From addressing previous literature and looking at the 
current state of fashion advertising including several mistakes that were perceived as 
racist, throughout the last year, several gaps have been identified. 

• Racism although very different from the more overt forms which took place 
in the early 20th century, is still apparent today in different forms.  

• Advertising and fashion industries have messy history with race and 
continue to lack a wealth of diversity within its employees. 

• Further addressing the power of priming within in images.  
 

The research questions are as follows: 
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Q1. To what extent are there subtle racial tones unknowingly included in the 
imagery that Gucci uses in it’s ad campaigns and what responsibility lies with the 
brand to eradicate this.  

Q2. To what extent can the general public identify any discovered elements of 
subtle racial tones within chosen Gucci advertisements. 

 

With the slew situations that were perceived as racially insensitive mistakes over the last 
year and a half, Gucci, a brand that found itself making one of these mistakes, has been 
one of the companies that are taking real action to attempt to make a change and adjust 
how they work within the fashion world when it comes to diversity within their 
advertisements and employees. As one of the largest luxury fashion houses in the world, 
Gucci’s advertisements and products may or may not have had subtle racial tones for 
years. For the purpose of this study Gucci will be the fashion brand we will use in 
examples for our research.  

1.2.2 Research Objectives.  

• Critically evaluate the of fashion and advertising industry in relation to race and 
diversity in America. 

• Perform an in-depth semiotic analysis of 3-6  images from Gucci 
• Conduct interviews to assess if racial tones can be detected and reactions to such. 
• Formulate recommendations for Gucci and other brands to review the content of 

their ads and products. 

 
2. Literature Review  
2.1 Race and Stereotyping in America 
 2.11 History. It is no secret that America has had a messy history with racism for 
some time. Starting with the extreme of 250 years of white Americans owning Africans as 
slaves. (Acharya, Blackwell & Sen, 2016) Even with the abolishing of slavery, the civil 
rights movement, and many other strides toward equality racial equality, discrimination 
continues to this day with stereotypes and systemic racism spread throughout the 
country. (Bobo, 2017) Racist imagery, derogatory terms, and stereotypes have been used 
in many different ways over the past 100 years to degrade and put down people of colour, 
which will be covered in the following sections.  
 
 2.12 Expression of racial inequality. Despite slavery being removed, there were 
still lot of examples of the racial inequality to be found throughout America. One of which 
was the way that people of colour were represented in the media. One prominent 
depiction of this was through blackface in minstrel shows which was prominent between 
the early 19th and  early 20th century. (Lott, 1992) Blackface is an insensitive 
representation of black Americans, having white actors paint their skin black and 
incorporate exaggerated features that were deemed unwanted by the white population. 
At first the shows were meant to show relatability and solidarity for those below upper-
class. As time went on this meaning was twisted into what is represented as racial 
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discrimination. The very plays that were used to bring people together, where now being 
used to reinforce stereotypes of that time. This happened right around the time of the civil 
war as pro slavery Americans used these shows as a way to reinforce the need for 
slavery. (Foster, 2005) 
 Beyond extremely overt displays of racism, more subtle recurring stereotypes can 
be found throughout media and other aspects of American culture. A troubling stereotype 
that was perpetuated throughout the 70s and 80s through media and is being seen 
directly in today’s political environment is the idea that young black males are criminals. 
(Welch, 2007) Through cinema, and actual news media it is shown that stereotypical 
priming exist within the media and regardless of the actual crime numbers this effect has 
a lasting impression on the way the public perceives African Americans. (Entman, 2007) 
Tukachinsky et al., (2017) touch on how in addition to the criminal stereotypes, blacks 
historically were shown as working in only blue-collar jobs, perceived as less respectable, 
and in general more unprofessional.  
 Lastly, stereotypes about intelligence can be seen effecting the youth as early as 
elementary school. Rowley et al., (2007) found that these students already were being 
exposed to stereotypes that suggests that white students are smarter than their black 
counter parts. These perpetuated stereotypes result in black students seeing themselves 
as less likely to be good in school, which could create a very negative snowball effect 
throughout their academic career. These studies do not look at these effects in the long 
term or in wide spread neighbourhoods, further exploration in this area is recommended.  
 2.1.3 Current Racial Tensions in America. Despite so many positive signs for 
moving in a direction towards racial equality, the U.S still shows very serious signs of 
inequality. Bobo (2017) comments on the nations inability to address how systemic racial 
inequality is affecting people of colour across the country. He goes on to mention that the 
civil rights movement was not that long ago, and white supremacist notions still permeate 
throughout society. On the opposite side of the spectrum, many different movements 
have begun in attempts to sway the tide and raise awareness about the inequalities of 
race in America. From the Black Live matter movement which calls for a push to defy 
racism and push for black equality to huge blockbusters such as Black Panther which 
featuring nearly all black cast that broke box office records and celebrated black culture. 
(Time, 2018; USA Today 2016) The New York Times (2018), reports on how companies 
can use advertising to support causes they stand by. Nike’s 2018 Campaign with Colin 
Kaepernick reading, ‘Believe in something, even if it means sacrificing everything.’ These 
ads referring to Kaepernick’s protest during NFL games to protest racism, social 
inequality and police brutality. These messages transmitted from Nike is an example of 
the positive affect that a brand can have through its advertising, a theme that will be 
examined later in this review. More research needs to be done on the effects of 
companies promoting specific causes that might not align with their entire consumer base.  
 
 
2.2 American Advertising and Race 

2.2.1 History. Contrary to popular belief, black models have been included in 
advertising since the 1870s in the United States, (Ad Age, 2003). The ads at that time 
were racist, showing imagery of children washing off their black skin to reveal a white 
body or promoting skin lightening products. Depictions of this nature continued until 
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around the civil rights movement, where at that time advertisers were presented with 
social pressure to include black models within their advertising (Whittler, 1991). According 
to a study done in the late 1950s, Baily (2006 p. 84) found that black models were used 
in as low as .6% of advertisements. As time went on, black advertising agencies opened 
during the 1960s and 1970s to combat the discrimination that was happening on a large 
scale in the industry. (Boulton, 2015). In the 1980s and 1990s representation of African 
Americans continued to be low. 5.2% of all advertising positions were held by African 
Americans (Ad Age, 2003). This same trend continued into the early 2000’s. In the fashion 
industry last year, fashion runways were represented by 27.9% people of colour as found 
by Reddy-Best et al. (2018). The only year to represent a higher percentage of non-white 
models was Fall 2018 with 32.5%. (The Fashion Spot, 2018). Most of these studies and 
articles fail to specify which industries they were focusing on in terms of the history of 
people of colour in advertising. Apart from the Fashion Spots report, which is specifically 
fashion, most compile all industries into one group. 

 
 2.22 Representation.  However, in addition to the slow inclusion of people of 
colour into advertising, the way they were represented was generally negative and 
perpetuated cultural stereotypes, especially in the United States (Bristor, Lee, & Hunt, 
1995). Prior to the Civil Rights movement, imagery of African Americans reflected 
stereotypes established as far back as when slavery era. Images of black models with 
large lips, large eyes, and distorted grins. Ad characters such as Aunt Jemima still 
perpetuate this look to this day (Ad Age, 2003). Black models and actors after the civil 
rights movement got more roles, but these roles were generally very minor or background 
rolls (Whittler, 1991). As time went on, many people of colour were used to promote urban 
lifestyles but would be over looked for products that represented prestige (Bailey, 2006). 
Bailey, (2006) also found that black men were again in the minority when It came to 
depicting business, work, or products of high value.  

Many advertisers also opt for tokenism. The term tokenism has been used to refer 
to situations where advertisers include one person of colour in an otherwise all white cast, 
as a way of being racially inclusive (Bristor et al., 1995). Integrated advertising was an 
attempt to gain empathy with black audiences. Jacoby and Szybillo (1974) go on to state 
that past studies suggest white consumers reacted just as favourably to integrated ads 
as all white ads. However, black audiences do not share the same conclusions. Their 
experiment confirmed assumptions that having a token black actor actually had a 
negative affect on purchasing decision for black and white consumers. Wall (1970) 
confirms these studies by suggesting that black consumers response to a token model 
elicits a sense of loneliness and alienation. This practice can still be seen in modern 
advertising. This section has attempted to provide a brief history and baseline for the topic 
of diversity in advertising. 

 

2.3 Race and Fashion Advertising  
2.31 Early Fashion Industry. Some of the biggest fashion houses such as Louis 

Vuitton and Gucci have been around since the early 1800s (Anido Freire, 2014). 
However, not until the 1920s in the United States did advertising and fashion really collide 
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to eventually create the marketplace we know today. Martin (1995) goes through an 
extensive history about how advertising helped establish new meaning to what fashion 
could be for the consumer. It provided the idea that as a consumer you could indeed have 
it all. Advertising positioned fashion as a way of self-expression. Martin (1995) then goes 
on to talk about the different magazines associated with early fashion, Ladies Home 
Journal and Saturday Evening Post. This new era of advertising and fashion was the best 
mix of clothing and compelling photographs. This paper goes very in-depth to the 
beginnings of advertising and fashion in the 1920s but fails to expand upon the topic. A 
more comprehensive study might include more points reflecting the current fashion, 
fashion designers and advertising climate as a point of contrast. 

2.32 Fashion Diversity. It is no secret that the fashion industry is lacking racial 
diversity. The industry has been lacking people of colour for over 70 years. (Reddy-Best, 
et al., 2018) As of 2013 there were no major fashion publications with black editors-in-
chiefs. Majority of designers and industry leaders are still majority white. Social activist 
Bethann Hardison went as far as to publicizes hiring practices of designers, calling the 
outcomes racist due to the lack of diversity. (Washington Post, 2017) Bethann herself has 
been involved with racial inequality in the fashion world for decades. She was the first 
black model to walk in a European show in 1970s and has been fighting for racial equality 
in fashion ever since. (Refinery 29, 2018) In Reddy-Best, et al. (2018) research they found 
through anecdotal evidence that approximately 39% of fashion, apparel, or textile 
students were people of colour which mirrors the US population statistic for people of 
colour. This is significant considering most of fashion jobs are occupied by white 
individuals.  Looking to find the route of the cause they did an experiment looking at the 
representation of the imagery in fashion textbooks in hopes of seeing if the industry was 
perpetuating white norms for the industry. They examined 28 textbooks, from the year 
2000 or newer and processed all the images. The results showed that less than 9% of 
images in these books were people of colour. This confirms the idea that consciously or 
unconsciously the industry is continuing the marginalized status of people of colour. This 
research would have been more relevant if it had also done test with textbooks from the 
past a reference point to see if there has been any progress over time. 

2.33 Fashion Industry Today. A snapshot of the current fashion industry paints a 
very different picture. A quantitative analysis done by The Fashion Spot (2018) shows 
last year to be the most racially inclusive to date. Spring 2018 fashion print advertisements 
were 34% non-white models, up 18.7% since spring of 2015. Non-white fashion runway 
model statistics were in a similar range, 32.5% for Fall 2018. However, this report only 
references back to 2015, whereas seeing statistics from early 2000’s or earlier might lend 
to show how far the industry has come. Washington Post (2017) recognizes the fact that 
within the last several years, British vouge and Teen vouge has hired their first Black 
editors-in-chiefs. Several other brands are headed by black fashion designers which can 
be seen as a step in the right direction for inclusiveness in fashion. Some new and 
upcoming brands include Pyer Moss by Kerby Jean-Raymond, Romeo Hunte New York, 
by Romeo Hunte, and Frére by Musika Frére to name a few. (InStyle, 2019) Each of these 
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brands use using nostalgia, history, pop culture and/or hip-hop influences to stand out of 
the crowd. 

More notable black designers to note include the resurgence of Dapper Dan of 
Dapper Dan of Harlem and the meteoric rise of Virgil Abloh of Off White. (Refinery 29, 
2019) Both of which have played an important part in recent fashion and race 
conversations over the last year. Abloh was recently named artistic director of famed 
French fashion house Louis Vuitton. (The Guardian, 2018). Abloh is the first person of 
colour to hold a position like this in the industry. Dapper Dan on the other hand has been 
very vocal about troubling fashion mistakes that have occurred over the last several years 
most notably the Gucci Blackface scandal. (GQ, 2019). The next section will address 
some of these offences. Previous studies on the topic of racial inclusion in fashion and 
advertising do not support the reports mentioned in this section, more current research 
should be done in this area including the effects of people of colour in high positions in 
the fashion industry.  

 2.34 Fashion Mistakes. It appears to be an unfortunate trend as of late that large 
fashion houses and companies are in the news after producing products and ads that are 
considered to be racist or insensitive towards several minority groups. (Washington Post, 
2018) The New York Times (2019) further supports this by identifying several of the 
largest fashion brands as the most recent offenders. That list includes a Gucci’s turtleneck 
resembling blackface, a Burberry hoodie with a noose around the neck of the model, 
Prada selling monkey accessories which resemble a racist minstrel doll from the late 19th 
century, Dolce & Gabbana featuring Asian models attempting to eat pizza with chopsticks 
and deliberately saying the brand name, and many more. They go on to speculate about 
the reasons this sort of thing still happens. Considerations include lack of diversity at high 
levels in the industry as mentioned in sections above. Roudometof (2015), suggest the 
importance of companies adopting glocalization practices. A term that refers to 
companies with global presences that pay close attention to account for the differences 
in the different areas that they operate. He goes on to state the following, ‘glocalization 
does not promise a world free from conflict but offers a more historically grounded 
pragmatic worldview.’ Including this line of thinking in decision making could assist in 
avoiding miscommunication of messaging across cultures.  
 

The repercussions of such acts are still to be seen considering so much of these 
offences have happened so recently. Further research into the effect on brand image will 
need to be conducted for years to come. NBC News (2019) reports on several high-profile 
black consumers reactions to such events. Many boycotting the brand and demanding 
increase diversity at the fashion brands to avoid situations like this in the future. On the 
contrary, other celebrities acknowledge the potential wrong doing of brands but insist that 
temporary boycotts solve nothing. (Page Six, 2019) Suggesting that celebrities hop on 
trends such as this to raise awareness for themselves and once the dust settles they don’t 
change their actions or make strides to make largescale change.   
 

2.3.5 Brands Reactions. Each brand under question has published a public 
apology in one form or another. Brands like Prada incorporating a Diversity and Inclusion 
Advisory Council. Gucci has taken it a step further to enlist help from Harlem designer 
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and long-time collaborator Dapper Dan. GQ (2019) reports on Gucci CEO meeting with 
Dan to work on what they are calling “Gucci Changemakers”.  
 
2.4 Psychological effects of advertising  
 2.4.1 Priming. It is important to acknowledge and hold fashion and advertising 
entities responsible for the images and messages they provide the world, overt, subtle, 
and unintentional, is based on the idea of priming. Molden (2014), refers to priming as the 
following, facilitative effects of some event or action on subsequent associated 
responses.’ He goes on to state that a common question among social psychologist is 
how these factors effect social representations such as traits, stereotypes, and more.  
‘Stephens-Dougan (2016) goes on to speculate how these very effects are translated 
towards how different races interpret each other. Studies show that priming with negative 
racial stereotypes, even implicit ones, increase racially prejudice opinions for that group. 
Situations in which priming has been tested include cases involving black adolescent in 
crime and with students and their perceptions of their own success. (Graham and Lowery, 
2004; Rowley et al., 2007) In a very similar study, investigating subtle racism in tv adverts 
acknowledging past studies that attribute subtle racism in TV Ads a primer to passive 
racial bias within the viewer. (Shabbir et al., 2013) Racial bias being an inclination of 
temperament or outlook in favour or against another person or group (Stanley et al., 2011) 
They go on to explain how the opposite can work as well, positive or counterstereotypes 
messages can dampen negative racial ideas within the viewer, making it that much more 
important that positive representations of ethnic groups continue to make its way to the 
forefront. (Stephen-Dougan, 2016) These studies show great frameworks for targeting 
and testing the ideas within priming and racial bias. However, few if any studies directly 
look at fashion as a priming medium and the affect it could have on its consumers and 
followers.  
 
 2.4.2 Semiotics in Advertising. An important aspect of advertising is the role that 
semiotics plays. Eco (1979) categorises semiotics as part of basic communication in the 
fact that there must be an understood system of signifiers for a message to be sent and 
received properly. Rose (2001) refers to a semiological analysis as the following: 
  

A semiological analysis entails the deployment of a highly refined set of concepts 
which produce detailed accounts of the exact ways the meanings of an image are 
produced through that image. 

 
Faizan (2019) explains how this is an important note within the advertising world 
considering adverts are in its simplistic form a message from the company to the 
consumer using signs, symbols, and pre-existing knowledge. Freire (2014) goes on to 
address the importance of semiotics within luxury advertising and how they use their 
narrative to drive home important points about how their brand operates, which may or 
may not be perceived by the consumer. Going on to insist that the symbols and images 
that brands use directly reflect the values of that brand. This research covers the 
important of semiotics in advertising in great depth. A study that focuses on the negative 
symbols and subtle signs within advertising messages should be conducted to expand 
on this topic.  
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2.5 Conclusion  
 The examination of the current and past relationships that advertising and fashion 
has had with race will continue to be a topic of discussion for years and years to come. 
Having reviewed the literature in depth, it is seen that despite the increase in diversity 
among luxury fashion models, the bigger issue lies at the core of the luxury fashion 
industry and the potential negative subliminal messages being produced by media they 
are producing. There was a lack of research that address the new modern forms of 
discrimination that have evolved from more overt racist trends that plagued advertising 
and fashion in years past.  

The fashion mistakes that have happened over the last several years is an eye-
opening situation which urges the question what else may have slipped by under the radar 
in terms of insensitive material. Furthermore, the fact that Gucci and other major fashion 
houses know that a large part of their demographic revolve around high profile people of 
colour is one of the many reasons they are under such scrutiny, knowing your consumer 
base is part of the business and fashion brands have a responsibility to understand their 
base and adjust advertisements and product accordingly 

Taking into account the effects that advertising has on consumers through priming 
and perpetuating stereotypes, this study hopes to assess the current state of subtle racial 
tones in Gucci advertisements, explore whether the average consumer consciously can 
address aspects of racial prejudice in images, and make suggestions to brands on how 
to avoid issues in the future.    
 
3. Methodology 

3.1 Intro.  
This section goes into the chosen methods and tactics that will be employed to 

help address that chosen objectives. There are several different methods that could be 
applicable to the research that is being proposed. The previous section, has answered 
the first objective, critically evaluate the fashion and advertising industry and their 
relationship with race and diversity in America. With an understanding of the current 
situation, the next two objectives will be address through a semiotic analysis of Gucci 
adverts in different forms to assess to what degree subtle racial tones are found in Gucci 
advertisements. This will then be followed up by interviews to address the reactions of 
interviewees which will be used as basis for answering the last objective, provide 
recommendations for Gucci and other brands to review content before it is produced for 
cultural insensitiveness. The following sections will examine why the methods that are 
best suited for this research. 
 
3.2 Research Design.  

The topic of racism, especially subtle racism is one that changes depending on 
who you are talking to. The nature of this research is no different. Adopting the 
overarching philosophy of interpretivism makes the most sense for several reasons. Mills 
(2010) explains how in many qualitative research proposals rely heavily on the 
importance of human interpretation. One of the main arguments for interpretivism is 
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acknowledging that everyone reacts to the world in different ways based on their own 
experience, therefore positivism, which attributes to society shaping the individual, 
wouldn’t work for this study. It is impossible to understand people without understanding 
how they themselves interpret the world around them. Within the realm of interpretivism 
this research will be using the variation of phenomenological qualitative design to drive 
this study. A phenomenological qualitative research design is described as an 
investigation that is guided by the experiences of the individual in reactions to a 
phenomenon before it gets categorized. (Groenawald, 2004) The goal of this research is 
to assess individuals’ reactions, interpretations, and sensitives or not to potentially racism 
in the form of Gucci adverts, therefore a phenomenological study is seen as the best path 
to coming to these conclusions.  
 Qualitative research, as opposed to quantitative research revolves around the 
feedback given by the participants in the study. Each individual interprets situations and 
phenomenon in their own way and phenomenological studies is the best way to assess 
this. With this study it is hoped to observe and understand behaviour and viewpoints of 
those interviewed. 

Prior to the interviews a semiotic analysis of several Gucci adverts will take place 
to find any possible tones of racism before presenting the images to the interviewees. 
Semiotic analysis looks at signs and symbols which the audience assigns qualities to 
base on their experience. (Gillian, 1982) In a lot of situations what is intended matches 
up with what is perceived, but in the lens of an interpretive approach, the individual’s 
experiences must be taken into account. 
 
3.3 Research Design Rationale.  

Qualitative research as a whole seeks to answer questions, collect evidence, and 
non-numerical data. It is in essence a study into understanding human behaviour. This 
sets it up as a strong basis for this study. The researcher’s role in a qualitative research 
is be the instrument for collecting and analysing data then making sense of it and 
summarizing it. Phenomenological studies are meant to investigate and explore 
information from the individual based on their experience with the topic at hand. The result 
from the interviewee can be good, bad, indifferent depending on the subject. Reporting 
on the interviewee’s perspective is the goal which requires a certain level of separation 
from the topic in regard to the researcher. This process is best described as bracketing. 
Gearing (2004) explains bracketing as the following ‘scientific process in which a 
researcher suspends or holds in abeyance his or her presuppositions, biases, 
assumptions, theories, or previous experiences to see and describe the phenomenon’ (p. 
1430). Starks and Trinidad (2007) explain it in the way that the researcher must 
acknowledge their own perspective, thoughts and beliefs on the topic but be sure to set 
aside their knowledge and assumptions to fully accept the interviews responses 
accurately and without bias. There are many other definitions of bracketing including the 
time at which it should occur during the study. Some research suggests bracketing at the 
start of the research others recommend limiting it to the analysis phase. For this study it 
will be limited to the analysis phase. Giorgi (1988) encourages this in an attempt to make 
sure the interview process is as authentic as possible. 
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 As mentioned in the above section as a precursor to the interview process, a 
semiotic analysis of Gucci adverts will be conducted to find any tones of racism prior to 
showing them to the participants. Because of the nature of this study, it must be taken 
into account a range of awareness that might be at play because we acknowledge that 
that everyone experiences things differently based on their backgrounds. Levy (1996) 
explains that especially for targeted groups, stereotypical imagery even on a supraliminal 
level will be more apparent because of their connection to it. By conducting a semiotic 
analysis of the content prior to the interview, the researcher can produce an unbiases 
conclusion to compare to the reactions of the interviewees. A semiotic analysis of said 
images is absolutely paramount to this study for several reasons. Eco (1976, p. 3) 
describes semiotic theory as ‘a unified approach to every phenomenon of signification 
and/or communication.’ Since semiotics deals with identifying signs in a unified way an 
agreed path must be presented first. In advertising there is always an intention with the 
images chosen, some of which even if not purposefully can be subtlety racist or hiding 
subtle racism. By analysing each image, any masking elements can be called out to the 
attention of the subjects, so a fair assessment can be had.  
 
3.4 Research Method. 

3.4.1 Semiotic Analysis of Images. As mentioned above the study will start with 
a semiotic analysis of 3-6 adverts from Gucci. These images will be assessed based on 
several other similar studies with small modifications. Freire (2014) used a table to begin 
his research with the headings: Icon, Imaged Symbolization, Contribution of icons and 
Implicit and identity values. Following this table an in-depth explanation of each element 
was produced to complete the thought.  

This along with Cohen’s interpretation of Lazarus’ (1973) BASIC ID model will be 
the basis of evaluating the imagery. The model stands for the following, B for behavioural, 
A for affect, S for sensation, I for imagery, C for cognition, I for interpersonal 
relations, and D for drugs (physical modality) Cohen (1999) expands this to include 
another S at the end to represent sociocultural aspects. This model allows the researcher 
to isolate individual components of the ad in a way that will bring to the forefront any 
masking agents. Shabbir et al., (2013) corroborate this model by using it to asses humour 
as a masking agent for deceptive claims in advertising, finding 74.5% of the 238 ads they 
assessed were doing just that. Combining these to techniques will allow for a thorough 
analysis of chosen images to create the best outcome possible for presenting to the 
interviewees.  
 
  3.4.2 The Interviews. The purpose of this study is to investigate the sensitives of 
people of varying backgrounds, ages, and  to the potential subtle racial tones within Gucci 
advertising. Because this is a phenomenological research design, poised to describe the 
lived experiences of those who have experienced the phenomena, interviews have been 
chosen as the best method to conduct the bulk of this research. Interviews are one of the 
most used and effective ways to conduct qualitative research. (Kvale, 2009) This study 
will use a semi-structured approach, as unstructured generally are used for 
ethnographical studies and structured generally produces quantitative results. (DiCicco-
Bloom and Crabtree, 2006) Semi-structured interviews require a level of prior study into 
the topic area, benefits from the interviewer being able to improvise based on the 
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feedback received and can be done individually for more depth or as a group for more of 
a focus group feel. (Kallio et al., 2016) For this study it will be individual interviews lasting 
between 30-60 minutes. 
 
 3.4.3 Sampling. Being a phenomenological study, the main criteria for the sample 
is reserved to those who have experienced the phenomenon in question. Participants for 
this study fall into two separate categories, those that are attuned to the Gucci blackface 
scandal and those who are not. I believe this distinction is important because of the 
preconceived notion someone with knowledge of alleged racist behaviour from the brand. 
Having this prior knowledge could potentially skew the findings, as mentioned in the 
literature review priming is proven to affect the attitude toward different stimuli. For this 
study, the public’s perception is in question, so the inclusion criteria should be a varied 
mix of participants that meet the stipulations suggested above.   
 The sample size of a qualitative study has several different suggestions as to what 
is necessary. Kvale (1994) suggest that the number of interviewees should equal that 
amount needed to answer the question. Whereas Englander (2012) suggest the actual 
number is irrelevant considering the research is qualitative and not quantitative. A small 
number can provide a general look at the phenomenon and how it affects people while a 
large number, closer to 20, could show all sorts of different variations to the phenomenon 
being discussed. Giorgi (2009) provides an insight that at least 3 participants is adequate 
for the findings and the researcher. For this study we will be looking at 4 or 6 participants 
based on availability.  
 This study will be conducted in New York City, New York, United States. The study 
focuses on the reactions of Americans to the phenomenon at question. With NYC being 
the biggest city in America at over 8 million, there will be no shortage of potential 
interviewees that fit the specified criteria. (Census.gov, 2018) New York city is also ranked 
as the 3rd most diverse city in the united states, which will allow for a wide range of 
opinions for the research that can be applied to the general understanding of the 
phenomenon. (wallethub.com, 2019) Through many different avenues including jobs, 
schooling, and personal friendships, appropriate participants will be able to be found. 
 Participants will be vetted by the researcher prior to selection, asking several initial 
questions to assess if they fit the criteria that was presented in the previous section. This 
will serve as a way to filter out those that may hold heavy biases in one way or another 
and insure that the participants selected can represent in general the effect of the 
phenomenon on the public. For those that have been selected, a full briefing of the 
elements of the study will be revealed. This will include the time limit, the anonymity of 
the study, asking them to sign the consent form and informing them they would bel able 
to remove themselves from the study at any point if requested. All names will be redacted 
from any and all analysis, demographic information will be recorded as a means to draw 
broad conclusions in the analysis section but is not pertinent to the success of the study. 
The only information that will be revealed to the participants prior to questioning will be 
that of absolute necessity for the study to take place. This will be in an attempt to not 
create any bias or to prime the participants before the questioning begins.  
 The researcher will hand out several images that have been selected prior during 
the semiological analysis portion of the study. One by one broad questions pertaining to 
the images will be asked to assess if the subject can identify or conclude that there are 
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racism elements or stereotypes associated with the images. Questions will be phrased in 
such a way as to encourage a back and forth dialogue between the researcher and the 
participant. DiCioo-Bloom and Crabtree (2006) point out that an in-depth interview is 
meant to be a personal and intimate encounter. A good rapport between the interviewee 
and the researcher needs to be established early in the process as well. Establishing that 
trust will lead to a free flow of information when the interview is taking place. (Douglas, 
1985) This process needs to be done as careful as possible as Groenwald (2004) states, 
observing and measuring the descriptive experience of the participant is at the core of a 
phenomenological study and these elements need to be taking seriously if the best results 
are to be found.  
 3.4.4 Data Collection Procedures. During the one on one interviews, each 
interviewee will be recorded, with their consent to later be transcribed. The researcher 
will be also be consciously taking notes throughout the interview. The researcher will be 
noting the participants answers as well as taking notes on the body language that is being 
projected. Based on the responses the researcher will probe or inquire further if they 
believe there is more to be found. 
 3.4.5 Data Analysis. It is often said that data collection and data analysis begin at 
the same time in regard to a qualitative study. (Giorgi, 2012) Since the insights gained 
from early interviews can start to form patterns or themes, it can be used to help guide 
questions going forward as the study continues. Besides this notion this study will use 
The Descriptive Phenomenological Method, which was developed by psychologist 
Amedeo Giorgi, as a guide for the basis of data analysis. This method consists of 5 steps 
which will be described in the following section.  

The first step consists of the researcher to revisit and read the transcription in its 
entirety as a way have having a full sense of the situation from the beginning. Secondly 
the research at this point must assume the ideals and attitude of a scientific 
phenomenological reduction. This will be as mentioned earlier where the process of 
bracketing would take place. Putting aside the presuppositions and any other thoughts or 
opinions that would sway the findings in one way or another. This again allows the 
researcher to see and analyse the findings from the participants in the most accurate way. 
The third step consist of creating meaning units or “markers” in the research in a way that 
it can be deciphered in a more manageable way. At this point a holistic understand of the 
data is had and revisiting it will allow the researcher to find patterns and create “markers” 
which will inform where shifts happened. The fourth step consist of the processes consist 
of taking the “markers” and translating them into core themes that can be used to reflect 
a higher level of abstraction. (Smith and Osborn, 2003) Lastly step 5 is to examine those 
core themes and find any connections that would allow for them to be combined to 
construct a in depth description of the interviewees experience. The complexity of the 
topic potentially will require these steps to be revisited more than once in an effort to 
increase clarity. 
 
3.5 Risks and Limitations. 
 Although the topic of race can is one that is done in many studies, the idea of 
legitimacy must still be acknowledged. Whittler (2002) reports concerns about the 
accuracy of answers from white consumers on race related surveys and the motivation 
to answer questions a certain way to avoid sounding racist or being called out for 
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perpetuating stereotypes. Considering the nature of this research this is a main risk for 
this study as well.  
 The biggest limitation will be the number of participants interviewed and how they 
represent the general public. The area and participants should recommend similar cities 
across the United States; however, a large portion of the population lives in areas much 
smaller and less diverse. Similar studies in in these areas to compare to would be a strong 
recommendation to get a better representation of the general public.  
3.6 Ethical Considerations. 
 This study is aimed to be conducted as ethically as possible. The researcher will 
make sure that all participants read, accept, and sign all consent forms, which further 
reiterates their anonymity and confidentiality throughout the whole process. They will also 
be made aware of the fact that the study is completely voluntary, and it will be recorded 
for analysis purposes. This will be given to them in a physical handout, via email, and 
again verbally before the interview process. 
 
3.7 Summary 
 This section provides a detailed account of the how the study will be executed. 
This study will follow the design of a phenomenological qualitative research. After doing 
a semiotic analysis to select the specific adverts for the study, in depth one on one 
interviews will take place with 4-6 individuals that meet the criteria. The interviews will be 
recorded, and the researcher will be taking notes throughout, writing down responses and 
noting body language. Once transcribed, the data will be analysed using the 5-step 
descriptive phenomenological analysis method to create an understanding of the 
interviewees experiences as it pertains to subtle racism with in fashion advertising.  
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Extended Research Proposal Summary 
The extended research proposal consisted of three main parts, the introduction which stated 
the research questions and objectives, a literature review that critically evaluated relevant 
research related to this study, and the methodology to be put into effect within this part of the 
study.  
 
The main aim of the study was to assess Gucci advertisements for any implicit racial tones 
that might have accidently been included in their imagery. After that analysis, interviews are 
to be conducted to assess the general publics would discover any of the things brought to light 
from the analysis. Objectives included an evaluation of the fashion and advertising industries 
as pertaining to race, performing a semiotic analysis of 3-6 Gucci images, conducting 
interviews and formulating recommendations for Gucci and other brands.  
 
The examination of current and past fashion and advertising literature brought to light a long 
history of excluding member of minority groups from these types of media. Historically the 
fashion industry has had an issue with a lack of diversity that still persist today. This mirrors 
American’s long history with inequality, as civil rights movements gained momentum in the 
20th century you can see advertisers and the fashion industry attempt to be more inclusive as 
years go on.  
 
Review of the effects that advertising can have on its viewers was also covered. The topics of 
priming was also covered. Priming is the effect that seeing something has on the way you 
respond or act moving forward. It is important to acknowledge the effect that advertising has 
on consumers and the fact that everything included in an ad is affecting the viewer even if 
implicit, explicit or accidental.  
 
Lastly, the methodology covers the two forms of analysis that will be conducted in this portion 
of the study, a semiotic analysis of Gucci advertisements and interviews. Semiotics of is the 
study of signs and symbols and their relationship with the object and how they are interpreted. 
Interviews are one of the most popular and effective methods for qualitative studies, getting 
first had perspective from participants is a great way to learn more on a topic. 
 
This study stars off right where the ERP ends with the following sections. 
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4. Findings and Analysis 
4.1 Intro.  
In this chapter, the results of the two sections of research will be discussed. It will focus 
first on the selection and analysis of the chosen Gucci images and secondly on the 
interviews conducted with members of the general public assessing how sensitive they 
are to elements of race within the images shown to them. Furthermore, a section will 
be included with suggestions for new ways for companies to evaluate how they can 
avoid any misconceptions about the art they are putting out into the world. 
 
4.2 Semiotic Analysis of Images 

4.2.1 Intro. As discussed in chapter 3, the first part of the research begins by 
choosing a sample of advertisements from the luxury fashion house Gucci. Based on 
the information presented in chapter 1 about the controversial Gucci Sweater that was 
perceived to be a representation of Blackface, I’ve chosen to look specifically at the 
advertising campaigns created during the tenure of the current creative director, 
Alessandro Michele. He began his work with Gucci in January of 2015 and has since 
released approximately 37 ad campaigns according to the Gucci’s ad campaign 
archive on their website. Within these campaigns contains various films and 286 
photographs. For the purpose of this study we will be focusing solely on the images 
as they are what would be used in print advertising. Because of the basis of this study, 
the campaigns will first be categorized by the amount of diversity to better identify 
relevant images to be chosen for the semiological analysis. The images were 
categorized by the following terms: If it was a celebrity campaign, if so who that 
celebrity was and their demographic information, number of images in that specific 
campaign, number of images with at least one Black model, number of images with at 
least one Asian model, number of images with models of any other minority group, 
and the year the campaign took place. Of the 37 campaigns, 12 were individual 
celebrity campaigns which will also be omitted from selection since they feature only 
one model. As a note, of the 12 celebrity campaigns, 4 were White males, 6 were 
Asian females, and 1 was a Black male. Of the 232 remaining photos, 52 included at 
least one Black model, three included at least one Asian model, and zero included 
models of other minority groups.* Links to each campaign can be found in the 
appendix. Below you can see the breakdown of all the campaigns. After an early 
evaluation of the larger group of images, we consider the four images that we have 
chosen for this study to be a good representation as a whole. 
*This is based on the assumption that the models within the campaign appear to be of White decent, 
there were not enough visual cues to assume they were a part of any other minority groups.  
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Table 1 
 

4.2.2 Luxury Advertisement Strategy. An overarching point that should be 
address in regards to luxury fashion advertising is the fact that unlike many other forms 
of advertising that tend to position the product as a solution to a problem, Luxury 
products are generally promoted as an aspirational, exclusive or a scarce product.  
Examples of the former would be ad featuring a faster computer for video editing or a 
more durable flashlight versus a luxury ad that that might show a scene depicting a 
specific time in history, a fantasy, or showing an experience. (Chen, 2015) Marketing 
through identification, showing off what life could be with the addition of a luxury 
product, is shown throughout Gucci Advertising as well. Many of the scenes in the 
various ad campaigns are perceived to be specific nods to times or places in history 
with the creative director putting a lot of work conveying their art to express the feelings 
they are attempting to project. These ads however have little to no context. Luxury 
print advertising rarely has any associated text with the image. Generally, because of 
the associated prestige with the product or brand showcasing just the wordmark or 
logo is considered enough of a selling point.  

 
4.2.3 Overall Campaign Tokenism. In 3 of the 4 images selected, and 8 others 

within the larger group of images, exhibit signs of tokenism. As mentioned in the 
literature review tokenism is the practice of attempting to appear diverse by including 
a small percentage of an under represented group within advertising, the workplace, 
or otherwise. Throughout history this has been seen to be a false claim since there 
hasn’t been a continual commitment to inclusivity. Fashion brands have been known 
to make this symbolic effort to add just enough people of colour to appear diverse. 
This doesn’t mean they aren’t working toward a more diverse catalogue of models, but 
the percentages lean toward the former. This same practice can be seen all throughout 
the campaigns within the Gucci advertising campaigns that were considered for this 
study with the exception of three campaigns that were entirely made up of people of 
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colour, one was a celebrity campaign featuring Black designer Dapper Dan, another 
designed by him and shot in Harlem, and a third named Soul Scene which will be 
assessed later in the study. The rest of the campaigns that have images featuring a 
Black model was either that model and just one White model or 3 or more models with 
only one being Black or Asian, making them the “token” in that image. (Gould et al., 
1970)  The repetitive occurrence of this throughout campaigns over the course of 37 
campaigns throughout 6 years since Alessandro Michele began as creative director at 
Gucci, implies that this isn’t a complete coincidence. Fashion brands historically have 
done this, meeting a quota or vision for very few people of colour to complete their 
vision and this is an example of this. As mentioned in the literature review, advertisers 
and companies started “integrated” ads as a way to appeal to a wider audience, and 
this practice ultimately ends up alienating and drawing more attention to that models’ 
differences. (Szybillo & Jacoby, 1974) 
 
 4.2.4 Gucci Symposium In Selinunte Pre-Fall 2019 | fig. 1 & fig 2 The first 
of 4 images within this campaign for the Symposium in Selinunte campaign which is 
currently running this summer, 2019. The scene is set in front of what appears to be a 
dilapidated structure with a large body of water in the distance. There aren’t any 
distinguishable traits about the image that suggest the time period it is supposed to 
depict. The scene has six models gathered together in a way that suggest they were 
expecting a photo, in contrast to a candid photo or staged shot. Of the six models, one 
appears to be a White male, five appear to be female, one of which is Black female. 
Figure 2 represents the image that was pulled from the Gucci website, and Figure 1 
shows how it is executed in print. It is important to note the only difference is the Gucci 
wordmark in the top right corner, no other information is presented to a reader looking 
at a physical magazine. 
 

 
Fig. 1 
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Fig. 2 
 
The male in the photo exhibits examples of the male stereotype that has historically 
been perpetuated by the media. Positioned in the very centre of the image, the model 
is shirtless wearing objectively very short shorts. It is clear he is very physically fit, as 
he is not only flexing one arm showing off his bicep, but also lifting one of the women 
up with the other arm. He is also sporting a thick dark beard. In a similar but different 
realm to women, media puts pressure on men to meet this chiselled rugged aesthetic 
to gain attention from those around them, a result that is unobtainable for most. (Teal, 
2007) The physical act of lifting a women and literally flexing could also represent the 
expectation for men in society to exude confidence, be strong, aggressive, libidinous, 
and keep their thoughts and feelings to themselves. (Schrock & Schwalbe, 2009) 
Historically the media has portrayed men needing to be able take care of women or 
their family financially and protect them from harm by any means necessary. Being 
able to lift a woman in this photo while projecting confidence with a smile lends itself 
to this notion. Furthermore, this “manly man” approach to life is currently under heavy 
scrutiny as of late, labelling such expectations and actions as toxic to both men and 
women.  
 
Of the four White women models, one in particular stands out, the model to the far left 
of the photo appears to be wearing full face white make up. This style of makeup 
resembles that of GeishaÂ and Kabuki styles. This traditional Japanese makeup style 
typically features white base make up with red lipstick and red accents around the 
eyes, all of which are present here in the photo. The makeup strays from tradition by 
showcasing full lip lipstick, whereas in traditional GeishÂ styles, less would be applied 
to make the lip appear to look like a flower bud. This model is donning a Gucci tennis 
sweatshirt, hat, and purse. Traditional GeishÂs generally dress in a Kimono, a 
traditional Japanese garment. No other aspects of the image pulls inspiration or 
direction from any Japanese culture other than her face makeup, which begs the 
question of its significance or importance.  
 
Lastly, the one Black women model, dressed relatively similarly to other models in the 
photo. As mentioned in the section above having one of six models in a group be a 
person of colour could suggest tokenism. In addition to this, she is donning a scarf 
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over her head, tied in a way that resembles a babushka scarf. Babushka, which in 
Russian translates to grandmother. Babushka scarfs have been known to be worn by 
older women in countries like Russia and Poland for decades. Only more recently have 
fashion scarves been worn in this specific fashion resembling Russian grandmothers. 
A$AP Rocky, African American hip hop artist and avid global fashionista, started 
wearing Gucci scarves in this fashion in late 2018 and recently released a song titled 
Babushka Boi donning the same style head scarf. For this campaign to be released 
around the same time shows parallels between this Black women model donning a 
babushka and A$AP. Similarly, to the GeishÂ makeup, there are no overt connections 
to Russian culture or traditions shown within the image. 
 
As mentioned above, this ad in print form wouldn’t have any context other than the 
Gucci wordmark. However, on the website context and description of the inspiration 
for the campaign is provided. It is described as the following.  
 
Location: Temple ruins of Selinunte Archaeological Park in Sicily, Italy 
Time-Period: Modern Day 
Scene/Idea: A group of eclectic diverse bohemians meeting in an ancient Greek city. 
They are discussing philosophy, political issues, reading poems playing music and 
sport. Presenting a cultural juxtaposition of counter-cultural groups which might 
typically be seen in California.  
 

4.2.5 Gucci Dans Les Rues Pre-Fall 2018 | fig. 3 This photo is the 10th picture 
out of 11 on the campaign page for the Dans Les Rue campaign ran in 2018.The 
scene was shot in what appears to be a high school hallway along some stairs. There 
are three people in the photo, one White female, one Black female, one White male. 
This image is shot in a way that allows the viewer to get a snapshot of what was 
happening at a specific time and place. The image doesn’t lend any clues to when era 
it is supposed to be from specifically, but it is understood that this is in the past based 
on clothing, a point that will be touched on later. Similar to the comparison of figure 1 
and 2, it can be assumed that this photography would also have little to no text 
associated with the image other than the Gucci wordmark.  

 

 
Fig. 3 
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The White woman model is distant from the scene, sitting on the steps taking notes. 
Having her sitting off to the side is in line with the ritualization of subordination of 
women within advertising. Women are stereotypically shown sitting, kneeling or lying 
down which could demonstrate a relationship of subordination between them and male 
figures in the scene. Her relation to the other two models is perhaps coincidental, as 
she seems not involved with their interaction other than proximity 
 
The main action within this ad is to the right side of the image with the White male 
model and the Black model. The male model is stood above both women on the stairs, 
looking down at the Black women model as she fixes his sweater. This has two distinct 
signifiers. Historically men have been seen to be seen in a position of power which 
could be demonstrated in this photograph by him physically being above both women. 
The Black female model reinforces stereotypes of submission showing signs of “The 
Feminine Touch”. Females are often portrayed touching objects in a delicate 
superficial way as opposed to men who are generally seen with hands that represent 
assertiveness or boldness. (Millard &Grant, 2006) In addition to this, this interaction 
could depict an old stereotype during the civil war referred to as the Mammy 
Stereotype. This depicted enslaved Black women as domestic caregivers with extreme 
loyalty to their slaveholders. Having this model in a physically lower position then the 
male model tending to his shirt reinforces these claims.  
 
The campaign is positioned to promote the new pre-fall collection rolling out later in 
the year. Each of the models are wearing Gucci clothing head to toe, their outfits are 
reminiscent of mid-century French styles updated to current fashion styling.  
 
How the audience interprets this advertisement depends on the context in which they 
are seeing the ad. In a very general sense, most of these ads will be seen in fashion 
magazines such as Vouge, GQ, Vanity fair, and more. Within the magazine These ads 
will be displayed alongside articles, other advertisements, and editorials.  
 
An aspect of this ad campaign that would not be included in the experience is the 
description of the campaign that can be found in the archive on the Gucci website. For 
this campaign it explains the time period, location, idea and more.  
 
Location: Paris, France 
Time-Period: 1950 - 1960 
Scene/Idea: Mirroring events that happened in May 1968 where students marched on 
Sorbonne University.  
Inspiration: Bold, experimental and iconoclastic French Nouvelle Vague filmmakers 
 

4.2.6 Gucci The Handshake | Fig. 4 The first of four images within The 
Handshake campaign realised for pre-fall 2019. The scene depicts what looks like a 
stop on an American campaign trail between the 60s and 80s. There are seven models 
in the scene most of which are older White males and females with one younger Black 
male model. The scene focuses on the interaction between two of the individuals, the 
young Black male and an older White male, as they engage in a handshake. The five 
other models in the scene are either looking on in a seemingly approving way or 
engaged in conversation with each other. In line with most other luxury ads, no words 
are used to describe the image.  
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Fig. 4 
 
Starting with the older male at the centre of the image, he, and several others in the 
scene, are wearing collared shirts, ties and suits. This creates huge contrast when 
compared to his counterpart who is wearing a bomber jacket, sweatpants, and a 
turtleneck sweater. Historically the suit has been used to show power and traditionally 
embodies and enforces masculine qualities. At one point used to separate social 
classes and structures. In modern times, it is worn by both men and women in the 
business world and is essentially the corporate uniform. These ideals could be 
interpreted within this image based on the vast difference in style of dress between 
the two models.  
 
The handshake that is occurring is the focal point within the scene. A handshake is a 
very normal interaction but when looked at more specifically there are tons of symbols 
that it can represent. Historically a handshake can represent overcoming division and 
a sign of bringing people together, showing a new stage in cooperation. This can be a 
representation of not only bringing the two people together, but two groups together. 
It can be seen as a representation of reciprocity. In this image it can be seen as 
bringing together people and groups from two different races, White and Black. 
 
However, on the other side of things, because of the perceived time period and the 
prior knowledge of the state of race in America during these times, this exchange might 
be seen as a point of reconciliation to ease tension due to White fragility, a term coined 
by Robin DiAngelo in 2011.  White fragility is the notion that some White people are 
triggered by any amount of racial stress and to avoid defensive moves they tend to 
shield themselves by living and working in predominantly White spaces. The reason 
this might apply to this image is in media this idea of racial stress is reduced by 
showing scenes of reconciliation or understanding between Black and White people. 
These visuals in media is a way to reassure the public that everything is going to be 
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okay. Examples of this can be seen in many films in which there is conflict between or 
surrounding Black and White relationships. 
 
The younger Black male at the centre of the scene has several very identifiable 
qualities that play into the deeper meaning of the image. Starting first with his hair, 
which is styled as an Afro. During the 60s and 70s in America, the afro and natural 
hair styles were a symbol for many different things in particular representing Black 
pride. Many Black people during this time turned to this hair style in spite of straight 
hair styles being portrayed in fashion as the standard for beauty. Outside of a powerful 
fashion statement, the afro was strongly associated with the Black Panther Party. 
(Mcilwain, 2007) During this time period, coverage of the group was generally 
negative. Their presence was portraited as outspoken White-hating thugs and 
extremist. The news media pushed these stories and perpetuated a frightening 
depiction of Black people during this time. Lastly in areas such as film, representation 
of Black males sporting Afros continued in the form of Blaxploitation films. These films 
championed a new era for Black Americans during the this time, however because of 
the consistent themes of Black men sexualizing White women and aggressive Black 
males that often sought retribution against the White power structure and racist cops, 
it injected more fear into the general White public. To tie in the point made above, 
having younger Black male sporting an afro shaking hands an older White gentleman 
during this time would be a way to ease tensions. A tactic that could be seen as 
beneficial to see for Black and White communities alike. 
 
Another noticeable item is the skateboard being held by the young Black male model. 
In today’s world, that could easily represent a mixture of cultures cultivating a technical 
sport that involves 4 wheels and a board. However, during the time this image is 
depicting, skateboarding was a primarily White sport and represented a new rebellious 
form of sport that all but exclude people of colour at the time. (Yochim, 2009) Having 
a young Black male skateboarder at that time would be a rarity. 
 
Lastly, the two main figures are smiling in the photo, the White male looking at the 
Black male, and the Black male smiling directly at the camera. This at face value 
continues to suggest the interaction is going well and both are happy. Smiling however 
has very interesting relationship when it comes to photography, fashion and American 
culture. Schroeder (1998) suggest that smiles held much more meaning then one 
might imagine, separating classes and looked down upon by people of nobility and 
sophistication. 
 

Smiles, especially tooth-exposing smiles, are class-related. The smiling 
subjects are variously not in control of their expressions; they are innocents like 
children and peasants; madmen, senile, drunks, outcasts, people lost in 
passions of lust, greed, power, chicanery, cruelty; and at the fundament, they 
are barely human. (p. 110) 
 

Furthermore, among Black culture, having a “cool pose” or expressionless face has 
been sited as a coping mechanism to mask vulnerability or shame and outwardly 
express confidence and dignity. (Boulton, 2007) This can be seen in hip-hop and other 
media throughout Black American culture. Gucci does the opposite with a beaming 
smile here which could be seen as a way to encourage and championing the idea that 
smiling, showing expression, and more is “okay”. 
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Despite both models seemingly wearing all Gucci clothing, this campaign is promoting 
Gucci watches, hence the emphasis on the handshake which prominently displays 
one of the watches they are selling. While the watch is physically in the centre of the 
image, it is a very small element to the story being told around it.  
 
The context of this advertisement would be the same as the others examined, within 
the confines of a fashion magazine, minimal wording with no context to the shoot or 
the themes that are attempting to be represented.  
 
The campaign description on the Gucci website is as follows: 
 
Location: Not explicitly noted.  
Time-Period: Not explicitly noted. 
Scene/Idea: The handshake as the centre of the campaign. A charismatic leader on 
the campaign trail, attempting to debunk images of power with a diverse meet-and-
greets.  
 

4.2.7 Gucci Soul Scene Pre-Fall 2017 | Fig. 5 The third of eleven photos in 
the campaign dubbed Soul Scene ran in 2017. Each of the photos including the one 
we’re focusing on appear to be shot in a club or dance hall. Certain styles suggest that 
the image is not meant to represent the current time but a time sometime between the 
60s and 90s eras. This image and collection feature all Black models, in this image 
you can see the legs of several models with only two of the models facing towards the 
camera. No words or description accompany the image which is assumed to be how 
it would be in a magazine as well. 
 

 
Fig. 5 
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Of the two models facing toward the camera, one is female, and one is male. The 
female in the scene dressed head to toe in Gucci attire that resembles styles from pre-
2000. The focal point in this scene is the male. The photograph is captured mid-dance 
move, legs spread, arms down, and focused facial expression. Dance in Black 
communities have a long history that begins with roots in Africa, more specifically 
western Africa. A Black arts movement was on the rise during the 1960s which 
coincides with the timing of the civil rights movement in the United States. Using dance 
as a way of self-expression and to confront racial injustices while opening the door for 
Black Americans to join the overarching art community. This only continued with the 
explosion of hip hop throughout the 1980s. This image could be seen as a positive 
nod toward this time in American history and the importance of self-expression through 
dance for the Black community. (Gittens, 2012) 
 
The tracksuit he is wearing has unique ties to many different cultural situations. From 
its literal use for athletes, to being donned by Bruce Lee in films, to being adopted by 
the world of hip hop. Made popular during the time at which this image might be 
depicting, the model’s outfit is seemingly very accurate. 
 
The campaign description on the Gucci website is as follows: 
 
Location: Mildmay Club in London, UK  
Time-Period: 1960s 
Scene/Idea: Exploring the freedom of expression through dance and music of the 
Northern Soul movement. 
Inspiration: Malick Sidibe – Collected images of culture in Africa during the 60s and 
70s. 
 
4.3 Semiotic analysis key findings 
The following key findings of the initial semiotic analysis of the four Gucci 
advertisements represent just a sample of the larger luxury fashion advertisement 
sector for the purpose of this specific study, they are not necessarily a reflection of the 
industry as a whole.  

• Luxury advertisements don’t adhere to the common rules of filling a need or 
solving a problem, they instead generally show idealistic scenarios or 
snapshots of time.  

• The campaigns from Alessandro Michele since 2015 when he has appointed 
creative director of Gucci feature a majority of White models as opposed to 
models of other races and ethnicities. 

• Of the campaigns with models of colour, the practice of tokenism could be 
assumed based on the breakdown of White to Black models within the 
campaigns.  

• Campaign imagery shows no context to the situation, inspiration, or ideals 
behind the campaigns. The phots being featured within magazines in America 
potentially lends the reader to interpret them based on their own experiences. 

• Unlike in the magazine that features these images, the Gucci website provides 
details about the inspiration, direction, and ideas behind the campaign, 
providing a clear picture for the intention of the campaigns.  

• Many of the photos are depictions of times in the past.  



14 
 

• American history when compared to the visual aspects of the photos chosen 
show correlations that might not be seen from an outside perspective. 

4.4 The Interviews 
This part of chapter four will focus on the responses from participants during several 
interviews. Questions were formed based on the findings from the semiotic analysis 
portion of this study. Almost all questions were open ended to allow the participants to 
fully express their reactions to the questions at hand. Each of the following sections 
will represent the responses from all participants. The questions were asked in a 
specific order as to attempt to avoid any biases or priming information from influencing 
their answers. The participant key can be found in the appendix which will also show 
the demographic information that was collected from those who chose to participate.  
 

4.4.1 Influence of media and advertising on society. Each of the seven 
participants thought that advertising and media affect society as a whole. P1, P2, P4 
and P5 went on to elaborate, specifically referencing the spread that advertising is 
even greater in modern times because of the technological era we live in. Stating that 
because of social media and the sheer amount of content we consume currently allows 
brands to provide an even greater influence on those who see their content. P7 stated: 
“Their reach and subliminal messaging embeds itself into our ethos and culture.” 
 

4.4.2 Were they aware of the Gucci Sweater incident. This question was 
asked as a way to form a baseline about the participants prior ideals toward Gucci as 
a brand. The premise of this research is identifying racial cues which by itself is a 
sensitive topic. As mentioned in an early chapter it is assumed that those who were 
already aware of the Gucci sweater incident might have preconceived notions of the 
brand especially when the topic they are asked about is about race. Of the seven 
participants only P1 and P3 were aware of the Gucci sweater incident from earlier this 
year. No further information about the Gucci Sweater was provided to the participants 
during the interview. 
 
4.5 Gucci’s whereabouts.  
A simple question about Gucci’s location and fashion designers was asked to gauge 
how people viewed the brand. Only 3 of the 4 participants knew that Gucci was located 
and created fashion campaign content from their headquarters in Italy. 
 
4.6 Interview Image analysis 
During this portion of the interview, participants were asked to describe the four 
selected Gucci photographs in detail. The photos mentioned are in the following 
section are the same as those mentioned above and correspond to the same figures. 
Fig. 2 – Fig. 5. All images were referred to as “Photo 1” with no other information 
provide as to replicate as close to a magazine experience as possible. 
 

4.6.1 Figure 2 (Symposium In Selinunte) P2, P4, P5, and P6 identified the 
scene as taking place in a loction within Europe.  P2, P5, P6 and P7 all describe the 
images as depicting a time between the 50s and 80s. P1 and P4 made mention about 
the man’s physical appearance, P1 referring to him as “Hunky”. P1 and P4 
acknowledge the fact that only one model is a person of colour, with P4 stating “The 
African American women seems to be left out or an afterthought to the photo.” Lastly 
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only P5 makes note of the women in the left of the photo wearing, “Geisha/clown” 
makeup. 
 

4.6.2 Figure 3 (Dans Les Rues) Each of the seven participants described the 
scene as taking place in a school or university setting. P1 and P3 mention in detail the 
style and clothing of the models in the photo. P7 suggest the scene might be depicting 
a parent teacher event. Time periods mentioned ranged from 1960s to present day. 
P1 mentioned the fact that one of the three models is a person of colour. P5 addresses 
the two models to the right might be a couple. 

 
4.6.3 Figure 4 (The Handshake) Each of the seven participants suggest that 

the photo was meant to represent some time in the 1970s or 1980s. Four of the seven 
participants, P1, P3, P5 and P7, all acknowledge the race of at least one of the models 
in the scene. Several participants identified the setting as somewhere in the United 
states, P2 specifically suggesting New York. P1, P4, P5 and P7 all agree that the Black 
skater is a person of importance in the scene, P7 suggesting he is a possible 
scholarship winner. 
 
P1 stated: “An unconventional event where the majority of attendees are White.” P4 
stated “A person of colour shaking hands with either a business person or person of 
government who is White. Either depicting their ability to meet and get along.” P5 
stated: “Black man with skateboard shakes hand with White yuppy man with wife - 
looks like a staged photo-op for press.” All of which coincides with the results of the 
semiotic analysis and somewhat with the description from Gucci itself.  
 
 4.6.4 Figure 5 (Soul Scene) Of all the descriptions thus far, this had the 
smallest amount of detail from the participants. All participants agree the scene was 
depicted the scene as a young man dancing between the 1960s and 1990s. P4 and 
P7 suggest the scene is taking place in the United States. P6, P3, and P1 agree that 
the type of dancing showcased here is breakdancing.  
 
 4.6.5 Similarities between photos. P1, P4, and P7 address the attempted 
diversity in the collection of photos. P1 states: “There is one token Black person in 3 
out of 4 of the images.” P7 states: Only one African American per photo, no other 
easily identifiable race visible.” P3 states that each photo has a male in it. The other 
participants each address the fact the images include young people and colourful 
Gucci clothing. 
 
 4.6.6 Tokenism in the images Until this point during the interviews other than 
telling the participants the study is referring to race, no other information about the 
findings from the semiotic analysis were shared. The participants at this point were 
asked if they were aware of what tokenism was, 5 out of 7 participants answered yes.  
 
For those who were unaware, a text book definition was provided. At this point they 
were asked to identify which images might exhibit this practice. Their responses are 
represented table 2 below.   
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 P1 P2 P3 P4 P5  P6 P7 
Fig. 2 X X X X X  X 
Fig. 3 X X   X X X 
Fig. 4 X X X X X X X 
Fig. 5        

Table 2 
 
4.7 Luxury Advertisements and Context. 
When asked if luxury advertisements would benefit from providing context within print 
advertisements, the answers were somewhat mixed. P1, P2, P3, P4, and P5 all agree 
that context would be beneficial. P1 stated: “Context adds a story and storytelling is 
the best way for humans to connect. It allows us to see more than just people.” P4 
sharing their thoughts from two different perspectives stated: “Yes, in the sense that 
then maybe they wouldn’t face criticism, but no for the general public who might not 
be aware it’s anything more than a photo.” 
 
On the contrary, P6 believes that in todays world adding context wouldn’t matter since 
people don’t take time to read. And finally, P7 believes the lack of context is part of 
the branding, further suggesting subtext would be helpful to better understand the 
image, but not until it has been taken in.  
 
4.8 Corporate Responsibility. 
Now heading into the final parts of the interview, where the full intention of the study 
has been revealed at this point. The questions prior were to assess their knowledge 
or visibility to elements of race within the Gucci ads. The following questions were 
asked to help assist with the last objective of making recommendations to Gucci and 
other brands. The following questions were asked directly. 
 

Do you believe it is the responsibility of the company that is producing the 
advertisements or media to do their best to avoid outdated stereotypes, implicit 
racial tones, or gender biases? 

All participants answered yes.  
 

Do you have any ideas or suggestions for companies to avoid their 
advertisements or media from being interpreted differently from what they have 
intended? 

There was a range of suggestions from the participants, many surrounding the idea 
that getting a wider range of perspectives will ultimately help ease misunderstandings 
across the board. P7, P4, and P1 suggest large focus groups of a diverse cast to 
review materials before they go out. P3 states: “I like the idea of trying to be explicit in 
articulating what's happening in a photo.” P2 and P6 make a strong point to 
acknowledge that people look at media and advertising intentionally looking for 
negative things to call out. P2 stated: “You will always have that one person who will 
blow everything out proportion from something.” 
 
Lastly P6 went above and beyond to expand the discussion much farther than race 
stating: “It’s important to always have diversity in ads, not only with race, but also 
gender, physical size, ability... etc. having as diverse of an advertisement as possible 
is wonderful and continues to work towards allowing others to accept those who are 
different than them, no matter their background.” 
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4.9 Key Findings. The following key findings for the interview section of the study 
have been interpreted by the researcher for this specific study, limitations to the data 
will be covered in the critical reflection chapter.  
 

• Media and advertising play an important part within shaping society as a whole. 
• Few members of the study had previous knowledge of the Gucci Sweater 

incident. 
• Few members of the study had previous knowledge of Gucci’s location. 
• Of the images reviewed, very few of the participants correctly depicted the 

scene as it was described on the Gucci website.  
• In general, the participants were aware of the practice of tokenism.  
• In general, its believed that context and having a wide group of people could 

help in terms of miscommunication when it comes to photo interpretation by the 
public.  

 
  
5. Conclusion and Recommendations 
5.1 Conclusion 
The goal of this study was to evaluate Gucci advertisements in an attempt to uncover 
if there were any subtle racial tones unknowingly included within their advertising 
campaigns. Furthermore, after the analysis, interviews with several members of the 
general public were conducted to identify if any thing that was found in the initial 
analysis was discovered. The research objectives included crucially evaluating the 
fashion and advertising industry in relation to race and diversity, perform an in-depth 
semiotic analysis of images from Gucci campaigns, conduct interviews to asses if 
racial tones can be detected, and formulate recommendations for Gucci and other 
brands in the luxury space. 
 
The literature review was covered the first objective in detail within the extended 
research proposal portion of the study.  
 
The second objective of this study was to critically evaluate Gucci advertisements by 
means of semiotic analysis. The primary research achieved in the section above 
successfully answers the first research question, to what extent are there subtle racial 
tones unknowingly included in the imagery that Gucci uses in their ad campaigns.  
 
As shown in the key findings and the analysis itself, it can be argued that some of the 
campaigns, not all, include subtle racial themes. Based just on the number of 
campaigns that could be perceived of practicing tokenism which can be seen as 
implicit racism, hopefully not intentional, but harmful non-the less. In a medium such 
as advertising where the company producing the work is in complete control of the 
narrative, it can be assumed that each detail of an image is included for a specific 
reason. This same assumption can be attributed to these campaigns. Some of the 
images also represented what could be perceived as outdated notions of masculinity 
and power. 
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Furthermore, many of the scenes that were portrayed were not set or reflective of 
America, however without any context within the images presented in these fashion 
magazines, a reader located in the united states might not assume they are meant to 
portray specific places, times or events in history outside of the United States. These 
insights directly correlated to the questions presented to those that will be interviewed 
and will be a key point when presenting recommendations later in this chapter.  
 
The third objective, relating to interviewing members of the public, provided a great 
launch pad for even deeper research. As mentioned in the key findings and analysis, 
the majority of the group did not point out the perceived practice of tokenism until they 
were asked to. Only one participant identified the perceived practice of tokenism prior 
to being asked. 
 
The last objective, formulating recommendations for Gucci and other brands in the 
luxury industry, draws suggestions from the results of both the semiotic analysis and 
the interviews. Firstly, based on how the campaigns are presented on the Gucci 
website, describing the inspiration, and goals for the aesthetic they were going for, 
providing more context in printed materials should reduce by some margin 
misinterpretation. This idea combined with the suggestion of large focus groups, 
possible outside of the company itself for campaigns and visual ideas should help 
eradicate things being taken the wrong way. While this would lengthen the process 
from ideation to creation, it could save the company time and money in the future if 
and when things are misinterpreted. Lastly the very practical advice from the 
interviews and results of the campaign analysis, be more inclusive with the models 
that are chosen. Looking at all 37 campaigns from Alessandro Michele shows that the 
base mindset for choosing models isn’t very diverse. If a creative challenge was 
presented to create campaigns that had to include a diverse cast of models, even 
more diverse then the two minorities featured in his campaigns over the years, it would 
force Gucci and other luxury companies to be creative and think differently when 
coming up with campaign ideas. Since we know that advertising messages are 
completely crafted, it is reasonable to think that if that creative restraint was 
implemented, they could create just as visually stimulating campaigns as the ones 
presented now and in the past.  
 
5.2 Future Recommendations. It is believed that the research presented in this study 
satisfies the research questions and objective that were presented in the first chapter 
of this paper. Because of the lack of academic research on luxury fashion, we think 
this research shines an important light on the topic. 
 
While looking at the work of all the campaigns underneath creative direct Alessandro 
Michele was a decent place to start, it was limiting to be confined to just one brand. 
Ideally if this study was to be expanded upon, looking at the top 10 luxury fashion 
brand campaigns over the course of 10-20 years would give a much better look at how 
the industry is changing hopefully for the better.  
 
Future research may also wish to focus on evaluating the thoughts and feelings of 
those who work within the luxury fashion industry and those who are confirmed 
customers of luxury fashion brands. We believe that this distinction would provide a 
better understanding of how high-level shoppers and those close to production react 
to an analysis of the work they are close to. Outside of race, an examination to other 
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areas that are regularly left out of luxury fashion, for example plus size models should 
also be researched. 
  
Lastly, research directly examining companies that have taken action to be more 
inclusive and the responses they are receiving from their customer base. Examining 
these companies as a way of creating more accurate recommendations for companies 
that look to be more inclusive in the future.  
 
6. Critical Reflection 
We are pleased with the results of the study and the analysis that has been done to address 
the research questions and objectives. The literature review provided an outstanding baseline 
to critically assess the industry and topic at hand.  
 
In terms of the interviews, not being able to secure interviews with people within the luxury 
fashion community. Having exposure to opinions from those within the industry would be able 
to shed light on the situation from a different perspective. Furthermore, being able to consult 
with someone that works at Gucci would provide a look at the process of the photoshoots and 
deeper idea of the insights that goes into the planning and execution of the campaigns.  
 
As thorough as the semiotic analysis was for this study, we acknowledge that the study of 
semiotics is a complex and ever-growing field and given more time this analysis would have 
been more pointed and efficient.  
 
It is understood that based on the sensitivity of the subject that this paper is written about, it is 
acknowledged that there is potential bias in the data despite best efforts to remove this. The 
perspective of this paper and the lens at which the research was conducted is based on the 
American experience. It is acknowledged that these views will not be the same based on 
situation, background, or location.  
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Appendix 

The following interviews a have been condensed to the direct question and answer for each 
participant, names have been omitted but some demographic information has been included.  

 

Participant 1 

Female 
Age 24 
Afro Latina 
 
IN: Do you think media and advertising has the ability to influence society? 
P1: Absolutely! Advertising is still one of the most successful industries. However, the key to great 
advertising is not just showing the product, it’s instilling envy in the consumer or the idea that this 
product will increase one’s happiness. 
 
IN: Did you hear about the Gucci incident early this year? 
P1: Yes, with the blackface sweater. 
 
IN: Did you know that Gucci is an Italian brand which produces its content from Italy? 
P1: Yes, I was aware. 
 
IN: Please describe the following images in detail. 
P1:  
 
Fig. 2  
5 women and a hunky guy posing for a photo. Only one model is of colour. 
 
Fig. 3 
3 young people with expressive style hanging out on a stairwell, perhaps in a college. One of the 3 
models is of colour. 
 
Fig. 4 
1970’s Black skater with great style at an unconventional event where the majority of attendees are 
white. He seems to be an important guest as everyone else looks interested in meeting him. 
 
Fig.5 
A freeze frame of b-boy in the late 1970s wearing all Gucci. 
 
IN: What similarities can be seen if any between these images? 
P1: There is one token black person in 3/4 of these images which. 3/4 seem to be a captured moment 
whereas the other seems posed. The styling of the clothes is very intentional and well balanced. 
 
IN: Are you aware of the practice of tokenism? 
P1: Yes 
 
IN: Do you think adding context to luxury advertisements would be beneficial?  
P1: Yes! Context adds a story and storytelling is the best way for humans to connect. It allows us to 
see more than just people, but to see ourselves in others, no matter the race or gender. 
 
IN: Do you have any ideas or suggestions for companies to avoid their advertisements or 
media from being interpreted differently from what they have intended? 
P1: The solution is simple. Make it a priority to hire a team of people from all walks of like. A greater 
variety in perspective will only result in more well rounded ideas, smarter questions asked before the 
release of ads, and less damage control overall. 
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Participant 2 

Male 
Age 26 
Black or African American 
 
 
IN: Do you think media and advertising has the ability to influence society? 
P2: Yes. We live in a very technological era where everything we see and hear through commercials, 
radio and social media especially greatly influence our society. We see it everyday. 
 
IN: Did you hear about the Gucci incident early this year? 
P2: No. 
 
IN: Did you know that Gucci is an Italian brand which produces its content from Italy? 
P2: No 
 
IN: Please describe the following images in detail. 
P2: 
 
Fig. 2 
Europe. 1980s. Young adults that are having fun at a festival somewhere. 
 
Fig. 3 
UK. 1990s. Students at a college on a staircase. 
 
Fig. 4 
New York. 1970s. People outside of an awards ceremony. 
 
Fig. 5 
UK. 1990s. Young adults dancing at a club. 
 
IN: What similarities can be seen if any between these images? 
P2: Everyone is wearing Gucci. They all seem to be having a good time. 
 
IN: Are you aware of the practice of tokenism? 
P2: Yes 
 
IN: Do you think adding context to luxury advertisements would be beneficial?  
P2: Yes. I for one would like to know and i usually like it when they put a little description at the 
bottom of photos stating when, where, and what event is happening. 
 
IN: Do you have any ideas or suggestions for companies to avoid their advertisements or 
media from being interpreted differently from what they have intended? 
P2: Have a plethora of diversity in the photos not a bunch of people in the same picture but many 
different photos and really think, would people be upset if I put this content out like this.  
But to that point you will always have that one person who will blow everything out proportion from 
something. 
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Participant 3 

Female 
Age: 40 
Black or African American 
 
 
IN: Do you think media and advertising has the ability to influence society? 
P3: Yes, absolutely.  
 
IN: Did you hear about the Gucci incident early this year? 
P1: Yup, the sweater situation.  
 
IN: Did you know that Gucci is an Italian brand which produces its content from Italy? 
P3: No 
 
IN: Please describe the following images in detail. 
 
P3: 
 
Fig. 2 
A group of people posing in front of a rock formation. Individuals are wearing a variety of textiles from 
a blue plush sweater with black hat and beige purse, yellow dress with yellow snakeskin purse, beige 
dress with red flowers and green leaves to with beige hat with black ribbon, super tiny short pants in 
beige, blue and purple jewelled tone duster, skirt with red and white checkered rain boots partnered 
with beige and black purse, beige jacket with dark grey lapels over turquoise and dark blue layered 
shirts. 
 
Fig. 3 
Three people, one in green trousers and black jacket, the second in multi fabric, colour and textile 
skirt and oversized jacket, the last in red, white and blue strip skirt and long jacket with a yellow top 
and grey boots - posing on a staircase. 
 
Fig. 4 
Man in blue, white, red, pink bomber jacket meeting man in pinstrip suit at an event in an event space. 
 
Fig. 5 
Gentleman in light blue track suit with red and white piping break dancing on a dance floor. 
 
 
IN: What similarities can be seen if any between these images? 
P3: Each photo has someone in blue and each has a male appearing person. 
 
IN: Are you aware of the practice of tokenism? 
P3: Yes 
 
IN: Do you think adding context to luxury advertisements would be beneficial?  
P3: Yes 
 
IN: Do you have any ideas or suggestions for companies to avoid their advertisements or 
media from being interpreted differently from what they have intended? 
P3: I like the idea of trying to be explicit in articulating what's happening in a photo. I do think that 
some sort of narrative in addition to photos can hook s consumer. 
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Participant 4 

Female 
Age: 26 
White 
 
 
IN: Do you think media and advertising has the ability to influence society? 
P4: Yes. What is depicted in the media sets certain standards that influence people’s everyday lives 
 
IN: Did you hear about the Gucci incident early this year? 
P4: No. 
 
IN: Did you know that Gucci is an Italian brand which produces its content from Italy? 
P4: No. 
 
IN: Please describe the following images in detail. 
P4:  
 
Fig. 2 
England, I think it’s present day but gives the feeling of maybe. The 70s. Again a group of women 
enamoured by a strong man. The African American woman seems to be left out or like an 
afterthought to the photo. 
 
Fig. 3  
Students at a university probably present day. A diverse group of individuals or friends spending time 
together. 
 
Fig. 4  
United States, 1980s, a person of colour shaking hands with either a business person or person of 
government who is white. Either depicting their ability to meet and get along. 
 
Fig. 5 
Looks like America in the 80s with a young man showing his moves on a dance floor 
 
IN: What similarities can be seen if any between these images? 
P4: The fashion obviously but also the presence of an attempted diverse population maybe? 
 
IN: Are you aware of the practice of tokenism? 
P4: No. 
 
IN: Do you think adding context to luxury advertisements would be beneficial?  
P4: Yes, in the sense that then maybe they wouldn’t face criticism but no for the general public who 
might not be aware or anything more than a photo. 
 
IN: Do you have any ideas or suggestions for companies to avoid their advertisements or 
media from being interpreted differently from what they have intended? 
P4: Maybe focus groups with diverse populations to ensure that one group who didn’t view it as a 
problem isn’t the only people making the decisions. 
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Participant 5 

Female 
Age: 27 
White 
 
 
IN: Do you think media and advertising has the ability to influence society? 
P5: Yes, I do. As a digital creative professional I understand that there is a lot of influence in 
advertising. Social media also provides real-estate and a voice for brands to connect with consumers 
and users where they consume media. 
 
IN: Did you hear about the Gucci incident early this year? 
P5: No. 
 
IN: Did you know that Gucci is an Italian brand which produces its content from Italy? 
P5: Yes 
 
IN: Please describe the following images in detail. 
P5: 
 
Fig. 2 
Group celebration at the Cliffs in UK during 1960s. The woman on the left has strange face makeup 
looks like a geisha/clown.  
 
Fig. 3 
A stairwell in school/office during 1960s. The woman in centre of frame is sketching or writing about 
the conversation that is happening to her right. The couple on the right look to be intimate and queer. 
 
Fig. 4 
1980s in the UK. A Black man with skateboard shakes hand with white yuppy man with wife. It kind of 
looks like a staged photo-op for press 
 
Fig. 5 
On a dance Floor during the 1960s. A man in trendy tracksuit with platform shoes doing some 
breakdance moves on the dance floor 
 
IN: What similarities can be seen if any between these images? 
P5: They seem to all be telling a story because they have the same subjects, but the storyline is 
unclear to me. 
 
IN: Are you aware of the practice of tokenism? 
P5: Yes! 
 
IN: Do you think adding context to luxury advertisements would be beneficial?  
P5: Yes! 
IN: Do you have any ideas or suggestions for companies to avoid their advertisements or 
media from being interpreted differently from what they have intended? 
P5: Be smarter! Consumers are faced with more content today than every before. If there is a 
message to share just be thoughtful and considerate!! 
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Participant 6 

Female 
Age: 26 
White 
 
 
IN: Do you think media and advertising has the ability to influence society? 
P6: Yes 
 
IN: Did you hear about the Gucci incident early this year? 
P6: No. 
 
IN: Did you know that Gucci is an Italian brand which produces its content from Italy? 
P6: No.  
  
IN: Please describe the following images in detail. 
P6: 
 
Fig. 2 
Friends on vacation in the 50 or 60s. 
 
Fig. 3 
Friends hanging out in high school in the 70s in the UK. 
 
Fig. 4 
Man meeting some sort of politician in the 70s. 
 
Fig. 5 
Man at a dance in the 70s. 
 
IN: What similarities can be seen if any between these images? 
P6: They all seem like they are meant to be taken around the same time period. All have young 
people wearing colourful clothing. 
 
IN: Are you aware of the practice of tokenism? 
P6: Yes. 
 
IN Do you think adding context to luxury advertisements would be beneficial?  
P6: No, because I don’t think people in this day and age would take the time to read it, due to instant 
gratification. 
 
IN: Do you have any ideas or suggestions for companies to avoid their advertisements or 
media from being interpreted differently from what they have intended? 
P6: I think it’s important to always have diversity in Ads, not only with race, but also gender, physical 
size, ability, etc. Having as diverse of an advertisement as possible is wonderful and continues to 
work towards allowing others to accept those who are different than them, no matter their 
background. I think someone can say something negative about any ad or piece of media and flip it to 
be racist or non-inclusive. I think it’s important for brands to continue to be as diverse as possible not 
only with race but with everything, to help eliminate the idea behind “tokenism.” Also, brands should 
just be more diverse in general cause diversity is amazing and all types of people are beautiful. It’s 
much more interesting to look at and how wonderful would it be to look at more ads and see someone 
who may look like you wearing the brand, I know I’d be more inclined to buy! 
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Participant 7 

Male 
Age: 38 
White 
 
 
IN: Do you think media and advertising has the ability to influence society? 
P7: Absolutely, their reach and subliminal messaging embeds itself into our ethos and culture. 
 
IN: Did you hear about the Gucci incident early this year? 
P1: No. 
 
IN: Did you know that Gucci is an Italian brand which produces its content from Italy? 
P7: No 
 
IN: Please describe the following images in detail. 
P7: 
 
Fig. 2 
Spain, 70's, traveling performers. 
 
Fig. 3 
Baltimore, 90's, school hallway, parent teachers night. 
 
Fig. 4 
London in the 80's. Rich Caucasians celebrating a scholarship winner. 
 
Fig. 5  
New York city in the 80's. A dance competition 
 
IN: What similarities can be seen if any between these images? 
P7: Only one African American per photo, no other easily identifiable race visible. The tone does not 
give me a feeling that the African American has power and influence, instead its the opposite. 
 
IN: Are you aware of the practice of tokenism? 
P7: No 
 
IN: Do you think adding context to luxury advertisements would be beneficial?  
P7: Hmmm... Part of their lure and brand is also about mystery. I would like some subtext or a way to 
learn that fact.... After I'm moved by the image. 
 
IN: Do you have any ideas or suggestions for companies to avoid their advertisements or 
media from being interpreted differently from what they have intended? 
P7: Yes, ensure that a large, diverse focus group reviews material prior to print. 
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Links to all 37 of Alessandro Michelle’s Gucci Campaigns 
 
https://www.gucci.com/us/en/st/stories/advertising-campaign/article/prefall-2019-gucci-
timepieces 

https://www.gucci.com/us/en/st/stories/advertising-campaign/article/prefall-2019-harry-styles-
mens-tailoring 

https://www.gucci.com/us/en/st/stories/advertising-campaign/article/prefall-2019-towards-
summer 

https://www.gucci.com/us/en/st/stories/advertising-campaign/article/spring-summer-2019-
advertising-campaign-shoppable 

https://www.gucci.com/us/en/st/stories/advertising-campaign/article/prefall-19-campaign 

https://www.gucci.com/us/en/st/stories/advertising-campaign/article/cruise-2019-gifts-
shoppable 

https://www.gucci.com/us/en/st/stories/advertising-campaign/article/spring-summer-2019-
eyewear-nini-shoppable 

https://www.gucci.com/us/en/st/stories/advertising-campaign/article/fall-winter-2018-harry-
styles-tailoring-shoppable 

https://www.gucci.com/us/en/st/stories/advertising-campaign/article/2019-cruise-advertising-
campaign-shoppable 

https://www.gucci.com/us/en/st/stories/advertising-campaign/article/pre-fall-2018-new-sylvie-
handbags-shoppable 
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