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About
the Study
SeeHer’s mission is to “accurately portray all women
and girls in marketing, advertising, media and
entertainment so they see themselves as they truly are
in all their potential.” To this end, SeeHer is committed
to creating thought leadership that can shine a light
on how we as an industry can continue to impact
gender equality in marketing and media.
As part of its core values, dentsu shares an
unwavering commitment to this same mission.
Additionally, as a leader in the advertising industry,
dentsu is acutely aware of how representation
influences reality.

With those shared values in mind, SeeHer and dentsu
have collaborated on a proprietary research study,
Perceptions of Progress: The State of Women’s
Equality in the US, to understand consumers’ attitudes
around the importance, progress and barriers to
gender equality. This report is the third and final in a
series of three in which we dive into how different
generations perceive the state of women’s equality in
the U.S and the path to progress. Our previous
reports explored the gaps in perception between
men and women, and the unique experiences of
Black, Hispanic and Latinx women.
Both dentsu and SeeHer are keenly aware of the
power of data and insights to impact and inspire
lasting change. It is our hope that the Perceptions of
Progress reports help illuminate the actions we – as
the marketing community and as individuals – can take
to further equality.
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Introduction
With each of our three reports we’ve seen that,
regardless of gender, race/ethnicity or age, women’s
equality is a very important issue for the vast majority
of consumers. This is heartening to see and a strong
reason for optimism. However, as we’ve peeled back
the onion, we’ve also seen that underlying the
optimism and hope are differing perceptions by
men and women about the level of progress made,
as well as unique barriers faced by Black, Hispanic
and Latinx women.
The same is true with our generational view; every
generation sees women’s equality as important.
However, one of the key defining points of difference
is the urgency with which the younger generation
wants to see action. This is not surprising as members
of Gen Z are more racially and ethnically diverse than
any previous generation, and they are on track to be
the most well-educated generation yet1.

Generation

This is not to discount the passion for gender equality
from other generations. Boomers, Gen X and
Millennials remain fully engaged and committed to
breaking barriers to move gender equality forward.
But our research shows that Gen Z are the true
challengers of the status quo.
This report’s generational insights are designed to
help inform marketing and media strategies by
understanding the challenges of older generations as
well as the rising to meet the ambitious expectations
of the youngest generation.

Age

US Pop.

Boomers

57-75

69.56M

Gen X

41-56

65.17M

Millennials

25-40

72.12M

Gen Z

9-24*

67.17M
Source: US Census Bureau, July 1, 2019, census.gov
*This survey was distributed among those18-24

Pew Research: On the Cusp of Adulthood,
What We Know About Gen Z, May 2020
1
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For every generation, women’s equality is a very important
personal issue. All generations express hope for the future, yet
also dissatisfaction with the present. Gen Z is the most passionate
however, they are the least satisfied with the status quo.
Women’s equality is a very important issue to the
majority of Americans across generations. Well over
half of Millennials (75%), Gen X (73%) and Boomers
(63%) feel this way. However, the younger generation
is the most passionate, with fully 82% of Gen Z saying
that women’s equality is a very important personal
issue to them (Figure 1).
In addition, all generations have a high level of
confidence that gender equality will happen in their
lifetime. Three-quarters of both Gen X and Millennials
and Gen Z feel this way. Boomers were the only
generation slightly less confident that they will live to
see parity, with 69% saying as such (Figure 2).
Another sign of optimism is that all generations are
confident that the next decade will see more female
leaders in both business and politics (Figure 3).

Figure 1

Figure 2

“How important is women’s equality to
you personally?”

“I have confidence that gender equality
will be achieved in my lifetime.”

Very important

Somewhat important

Not very important

Not at all important

Strongly Agree

Boomers

Somewhat Agree

Boomers

63%

23%

6% 8%

Gen X

32%

37%

Gen X

72%

17%

5%6%

Millennials

41%

37%

Millennials

75%

20% 3%3%

Gen Z

44%

34%

Gen Z

82%

18%

33%

40%
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However, despite the passion for gender equality and
the confidence that it will be achieved in their
lifetimes, all generations were less positive about the
current state of women’s equality. In fact, only 39% of
Gen Z claimed to be very hopeful about where
women’s equality is right now. This was on par with
Boomers, while Millennials and Gen X were somewhat
more hopeful at 48% and 51%, respectively (Figure 4).

This divergence of hope vs reality is most pronounced
among Gen Z. They have the highest passion for
gender equality but one of the lowest levels of
hopefulness about the current reality. Having seen the
strides made by the generations before them, they
may feel that there is still a long way to go.

We have seen this dichotomy across all three reports.
All consumers feel women’s equality is important but
regardless of gender, race or generation, they not
satisfied with what they see as their present-day reality.

Interesting, from the other side of the spectrum,
Boomers also had a similarly low level of satisfaction
with the current state of women’s equality. For this
generation, having seen these issues play out over
their lifetimes, they know from their own experience
how much more there is still to accomplish.

Figure 3

Figure 4

“I have confidence that the next decade
will see more female leaders in…”

“How do you feel about the current
state of women’s equality in the US?”

Business

Politics

Boomers

Very hopeful

Somewhat hopeful

Somewhat discouraged

Very discouraged

Boomers
89%
88%

Gen X

40%

40%

16% 4%

Gen X
89%
90%

Millennials

51%

37%

7% 6%

48%

40%

8% 4%

Millennials
83%
87%

Gen Z

Gen Z
93%
89%

39%

48%

13%
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Older generations are more likely to place the lion’s share of
responsibility for achieving gender equality on women’s
shoulders. Gen Z believe men have a bigger responsibility.
Gen Z also see more barriers to progress than other generations.
When it comes to who holds the responsibility to
improve women’s equality, the three older
generations surveyed are more likely to say that
women have “a lot” of responsibility vs. men. The
notable exception is Gen Z, who view men as active
participants, and even the most crucial participants, in
the fight for gender equality. A full 60% say men have
“a lot” of responsibility to improve women’s equality
compared to 40% who say the same for women
(Figure 5).

Figure 5

The Following
Hold “A LOT” of
Responsibility to
Improve Gender
Equality

This reflects how Gen Z men view their own
accountability. While the men in other generations are
more likely to place greater responsibility on women,
Gen Z men are more aware of the role they play in
achieving equality. Only 27% of Gen Z men feel
women have ‘a lot’ of responsibility to improve
women’s equality. Conversely, well over half of
Millennial, Gen X and Boomer men say that women
have ‘a lot’ of responsibility. (Figure 6).

71%
59%

52%

60%

57%

60%

45%

40%

By Generation
Men

Women

Boomers

Figure 6

The Following
Hold “A LOT” of
Responsibility to
Improve Gender
Equality

Gen X

70%
54%

Millennials

63%
52%

60%

59%

50%
27%

By Generation - Men
Men

Gen Z

Women

Boomers

Gen X

Millennials

Gen Z
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When it comes to key barriers to progress, Boomers,
more than Gen X and Millennials, feel that unequal
pay and the sexualization and harassment of women
contributes to continued gender inequality (Figure 7).
However, once again, the perceptions of the youngest
generation are an outlier. Gen Z stands out as being
the most likely to see barriers to women’s equality.
The overwhelming majority of Gen Z believe that
issues such as sexual harassment, the pay gap,
persistent stereotypes about women’s abilities and
roles and different expectations for men and women
contribute to ongoing gender inequality (Figure 7).

This is a recurring theme through all our findings,
Gen Z seems to be the most concerned about
affecting change. The middle generations, Gen X
and Millennials, may be too squeezed by day-today responsibilities of work and family
responsibilities to strongly identify with barriers.
Boomers, on the other hand, identify most strongly
with issues they have battled all their lives –
unequal pay, sexualization and harassment.

Figure 7

Existing Barriers To Equality For Women in the US
Boomers

Gen X

Millennials

Gen Z

Sexualization /
harassment of women

52%

53%
50%

The pay gap

Persisting stereotypes about
women’s abilities and roles

Different expectations for
women than men

Lack of willingness to support or
promote women

58%

63%
72%

59%
64%

49%
45%
51%

52%
51%
47%

50%
50%
46%

70%

61%

58%

50%
49%

Society’s lower interest in
women’s accomplishments

44%

Lack of women role models
and leaders

45%
43%
46%

66%

62%
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Gen Z and Boomers are the least likely to feel
media accurately represents women.
Digging into how generational cohorts view
representation of women by media, it is clear the
youngest generation, sees an imperative for
better portrayals in what they are watching, reading
and listening to.
This translates into the “digital-first” generation having
the highest expectation of media. Gen Z is more likely
to say media has ‘a lot’ of responsibility to improve
women’s equality (60% vs. 51% Millennials, 51% Gen X
and 54% Boomers) and Gen Z are more likely to
believe that media plays ‘a crucial role in shaping
gender roles and norms’ (57% strongly agree vs. 48%
of Millennials, 45% of Gen X and Boomers)(Figure 8).
Yet, Gen Z is also the least satisfied with the current
representations of women. Just 20% say that media has
made ‘a lot’ of progress to better represent women over
the past ten years, compared to 40% of Millennials, 45%
of Gen X, and 39% of Boomers (Figure 9).

% Agree With the Following Statements
Media has made ‘a lot’ of
progress to better represent
women in the past 10 years

Figure 8

% Strongly Agree With the
Following Statements
Media plays a crucial
role in shaping gender
roles and norms

Figure 9

Media ‘typically’ does a
good job accurately
representing women

Media ‘mostly’ treats women
with respect

39%

Media has ‘A LOT’ of
responsibility to improve
gender equality

Boomers

23%
42%

57%

Gen Z

Millennials

60%

45%
Gen X

33%
45%

48%
51%

40%
Millennials

Gen X

38%

45%

45%
51%
20%

Boomers

45%

Gen Z
54%

15%
10%
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In addition, only 15% of Gen Z feel that media
consistently does a good job of accurately
representing women, compared to 38% of Millennials
and 33% of Gen X. Interestingly, only 23% of Boomers
feel that media does a good job of accurately
portraying women. This could be due to the tendency
of American culture to overlook older women or
present them as not vibrantly engaged with life.

When it comes to specific characterizations,
Gen Z also perceives media as most often portraying
women with traditionally “feminine” attributes
(Figure 10). Overall, they are more likely to say
women are most often portrayed as caretakers,
submissive, dainty and attractive. Millennials and
Gen X tend to feel media offers a more nuanced
representation of women, specifically agreeing they
often see women portrayed as strong.

Figure 10

Women are more often portrayed by the media as...

1
2

Gen Z

Millennials

Gen X

Boomers

Leaders

33%

56%

46%

36%

Caretakers

67%

44%

54%

64%

Assertive

39%

57%

53%

51%

Submissive

61%

43%

47%

49%

Strong

46%

66%

63%

54%

Dainty

54%

34%

37%

46%

Attractive

82%

73%

70%

72%

Accomplished

18%

27%

30%

28%

World Economic Forum, 2020
McKinsey, COVID-19 & Gender Equality, 2020
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All generations want to see more accurate representation of
women in advertising and more support of female leadership.
Across generations there is a significant expectation
for brands to actively engage in the fight for gender
equality. Boomers and Gen Z are the most likely to
hold brands accountable – 56% and 49%, respectively,
assigning them ‘a lot’ of responsibility (compared to
44% of Millennials and 42% of Gen X)(Figure 11).
The top three initiatives consumers most want to see
brands to commit to is consistent across generations:
(1) more accurate representation of women in
advertising, (2) an increase in female leadership within
organizations and (3) more support for their female
employees (Figure 12).
However, in digging into the data, a picture
crystalizes of the unique ways each generation
expects brands to contribute.

Figure 11

Brands Hold “A LOT” of Responsibility to
Improve Gender Equality
56%

49%

Boomers

42%

44%

Gen X

Millennials

Gen Z

Figure 12

Initiatives Consumers
Accurately represent
women in their advertising
Most Want To See
From Brands To
Increase female leadership
Advance The Stature
within their own organization
Of Women &
Women’s Equality Creating or contributing to programs
Boomers
Gen X
Millennials
Gen Z

59%
60%

53%
46%
44%
49%

Increasing visibility of women’s
work in under-represented
industries (i.e., music)

43%

52%
49%
50%

45%
46%
46%
45%

Support/nurture their
female employees
Donating to organizations dedicated
to female advancement (i.e.,
Women’s Foundation, the UN)

36%
36%
36%
36%

Donating to youth organizations
supporting girls (i.e., community/sports)

35%
36%
32%

Other, please specify

64%
54%
54%

that support women’s futures (i.e.,
financial education, leadership training)

None of the above

64%

55%

49%

7%
0%

7%

46%

12%

3%
2%
1%
3%
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Supporting career aspirations is important to
Millennial women. In the trenches of the workforce,
this generation feels most strongly about the
importance of increasing female leadership and
supporting female employees at work (54% and 46%,
respectively) (Figure 12). Also at the point in life where
career aspirations are often balanced with personal
interests and/or starting a family, Millennial women
most want to see advertising reflect women in ‘reallife’ situations (49%)(Figure 13). Unlike the generation
before them, many Millennials had working mothers
as well as fathers who helped at home, shaping their
definition of equality to include both the workplace
and the home.
Boomers want brands to play a role in remedying
inaccurate representation. Boomer women say brands
can have the most impact to improve women’s
equality by more accurately representing women in
their advertising (64% vs. 52% gen pop)(Figure 12). In
line with this, they are significantly more likely to want

brands to stop retouching women’s faces and
bodies (44% vs. 33% gen pop)(Figure 13). Older
women may feel that a commitment to end
retouching is related to the fight for more ageinclusive marketing.
Within advertising, Gen Z women are much more
likely than other generations to want to see women
succeeding in stereotypically ‘male’ arenas (51% vs.
32% gen pop) (Figure 13), indicative of their
ambition for the future and the desire for brands to
support that.
The youngest generation is also highly attuned to
the impact of support from an early age. Gen Z
respondents over-index for saying brands can have
an impact by supporting youth programs dedicated
to women’s empowerment (45% vs. 36% gen pop)
(Figure 12). Additionally, they are slightly more
likely than other generations to say brands should
create or contribute to programs supporting
women’s futures.

Figure 13

Improving
Representation
In Advertising

51%

Show women in
leadership positions

48%
48%
45%

Boomers
Gen X
Millennials
Gen Z

44%

Show women in situations
that reflect ‘real life’

54%
49%
29%

Showing women that excel in
stereotypically ‘male’ arenas,
such as sports or music

27%
30%
31%
47%

34%

Increase diversity of talent (i.e.,
women of color, LGBTQ+)

35%
38%
42%

44%

Not retouching women’s
faces and/or bodies

32%
34%
36%
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Strategies for Change
by Generation
Embrace the Gen Z urgency. Gen Z has the
strongest passion for gender equality yet are more
attuned to the many challenges that need to be
addressed. This generation desires bold
leadership from media and brands to impact this
issue. In fact, our survey found that Gen Z was the
most likely to hold media highly responsible for
improving women’s equality. As the youngest,
largest and most social media savvy consumers –
they are also very willing and accustomed to voting
with their wallets. Brands need to identify with their
sense of urgency around gender equality to keep
their loyalty and social currency.
Remain engaged with Boomers. It’s not
surprisingly that the way that American culture
discriminates against older women is top of mind
for Boomers. They are concerned about continuing
issues, such as the pay-gap and the sexualization
and harassment of women. They are also far more
likely to require brands to not retouch images. In
every stage of their lives, Boomers have pushed the
envelope and they continue to do the same as they
age. It’s important to note that this is a consumer
group whose needs should not be ignored. Adults
Age 50+ control $4 trillion in buying power or 45%
of total US spending. In addition, consumers age
60+ will continue to drive consumer spending for
the next decade2. Marketers and media need to
portray this demographic as the vibrant consumer
they are and respect their need for authenticity.

Identify with the realities of Millennials and
Gen X. These generations cover a wide range of
ages. However, they are similar in that they are in the
thick of careers, family life and oftentimes caring for
older relatives. These generations need marketing
and media solutions that reflects the reality of their
day-to-day stresses and pressures. Although they
had more muted responses to barriers to progress,
Millennial & Gen X women still want representation
and tangible support that counters current
stereotypes of women’s roles and encourages their
personal & professional ambitions.

Visa, Baby Boomers Still Outspend Millennials, https://usa.visa.com/partner-withus/visa-consulting-analytics/baby-boomers-still-outspend-millennials.html
2
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Conclusion
It is crucial to embody equality for all
generations of women.
Our research found that women face discrimination at
all stages of life. But their needs are distinct; this is
clearly reflected in the unique solutions each
generation seeks from brands and in media.
Marketers can use these insights as cues to engage
their audiences while also representing women fairly
across the age spectrum.
Our goal as an industry is to match aspirations to
reality. As older generations continue to insist on
change and younger women assume leadership roles
and launch businesses, consumers need to see
change happen at a more aggressive pace. For
marketers and media, the increased visibility of
female leadership and more accurate and authentic
female role models in ads and programming, can and
must, be the impetus to drive this change.

Establishing concrete goals and
measuring their progress has a profound
impact on accelerating change.
Marketers and media companies should actively set
goals for delivering accurate portrayals of women and
girls. In addition, providing transparency in terms of
meeting these goals will help build trust among
consumers. Marketers and media executives can
leverage SeeHer’s GEM® Score and other GEM®
related measurement tools. GEM® is currently, the
global industry standard for identifying gender bias in
ads and programming. With 4 years of trending and
over 150K ads tested, GEM® is a proven methodology
that has helped leading marketers rethink their ads
from a gender standpoint. Since GEM® measures the
overall portrayal of women, it can serve as an
important indicator of how consumers feel women are
represented from various aspects including age.

For more information on how to GEM® test ads
or programming please contact:
Latha Sarathy
EVP Analytics, Insights and Measurement
SeeHer
Lsarathy@ana.net
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Additional Resources for Marketers
SeeHer and Getty have teamed up to create an
Inclusive Visual Storytelling Guide to change the way
women are featured in the media. The guide highlights
inclusive imagery from Getty’s vast library as well as
offers tips to consider when developing projects.
http://engage.gettyimages.com/see-her
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Survey Methodology
The survey was administered through Toluna, an
online research panel, on August 21st, 2020.
Conducted by dentsu, this survey was distributed
among a random sample of 800 respondents, aged
18-65 years old, residing in the United States. The
survey garnered an equal number of male and
female respondents and controlled for nationally
representative weighting across age and ethnicity
(using latest publicly available US Census numbers).

