LIES AND ADVERTISING

... When Ms. began, we didn’t consider zot taking ads. The most
important reason was keeping the price of a feminist magazine low
enough for most women to afford. But the second and almost equal rea-
son was providing a forum where women and advertisers could talk to
each other and improve advertising itself. After all, it was (and still is) as
potent a source of information in this country as news or TV and movie

dramas.

We decided to proceed in two stages. First, we would convince makers
of “people products” used by both men and women but advertised mostly
to men—cars, credit cards, insurance, sound equipment, financial services,
and the like—that their ads should be placed in a women’s magazine. Since
they were accustomed to the division between editorial and advertising in
news and general interest magazines, this would allow our editorial con-
tent to be free and diverse. Second, we would add the best ads for what-
ever traditional “women’s products” (clothes, shampoo, fragrance, food,
and so on) that surveys showed Ms. readers used. But we would ask them
to come in without the usual quid pro quo of “complementary copy.”

We knew the second step might be harder. Food advertisers have
always demanded that women’s magazines publish recipes and articles
on entertaining (preferably ones that name their products) in return for
their ads: clothing advertisers expect to be surrounded by fashion spreads

NOTE: Excerpts reprinted from Ms., July/August 1990, by permission of Gloria
Steinem.
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(especially ones that credit their designers);
and shampoo, fragrance, and beauty pro-
ducts in general usually insist on positive
editorial coverage of beauty subjects, plus
photo credits besides. That’s why women’s
magazines look the way they do. But if we
could break this link between ads and edi-
torial content, then we wanted good ads for
“women’s products,” too. . ..

I thought then that our main problem
would be the imagery in ads themselves.
Carmakers were still draping blondes in
evening gowns over the hoods like orna-
ments. Authority figures were almost
always male, even in ads for products that
only women used. Sadistic, he-man cam-
paigns even won industry praise. (For
instance, Advertising Age had hailed the
infamous Silva Thin cigarette theme. “How
to Get a Woman’s Attention: Ignore Her,”
as “brilliant.”) Even in medical journals,
tranquilizer ads showed depressed house-
wives standing beside piles of dirty dishes
and promised to get them back to work.

Obviously, Ms. would have to avoid such
ads and seek out the best ones—but this
didn’t seem impossible. The New Yorker
had been selecting ads for aesthetic reasons
for years, a practice that only seemed to
make advertisers more eager to be in its
pages. Ebony and Essence were asking for
ads with positive black images, and though
their struggle was hard, they weren’t being
called unreasonable. . . .

... The fact that Ms. was asking compa-
nies to do business in a different way meant
our saleswomen had to make many times
the usual number of calls—first to convince
agencies and then client companies
besides—and to present endless amounts of
research. I was often asked to do a final ad
presentation, or see some higher decision
maker, or speak to women employees so
executives could see the interest of women
they worked with. That’s why I spent more
time persuading advertisers than editing or
writing for Ms. and why I ended up with an
unsentimental education in the seamy
underside of publishing that few writers see
(and even fewer magazines can publish).

Let me take you with us through some
experiences, just as they happened:

¢ Cheered on by early support from
Volkswagen and one or two other car com-
panies, we scrape together time and money
to put on a major reception in Detroit. We
know U.S. carmakers firmly believe that
women choose the upholstery, not the car,
but we are armed with statistics and reader
mail to prove the contrary: a car is an
important purchase for women, one that
symbolizes mobility and freedom.

But almost nobody comes. We are left
with many pounds of shrimp on the table,
and quite a lot of egg on our face. We
blame ourselves for not guessing that there
would be a baseball pennant play-off on the
same day, but executives go out of their
way to explain they wouldn’t have come
anyway. Thus begins ten years of knocking
on hostile doors, presenting endless docu-
mentation, and hiring a full-time sales-
woman in Detroit: all necessary before Ms.
gets any real results.

This long saga has a semihappy ending:
foreign and, later, domestic carmakers even-
tually provided Ms. with enough advertising
to make cars one of our top sources of ad
revenue. Slowly, Detroit began to take the
women’s market seriously enough to put car
ads in other women’s magazines, too, thus
freeing a few pages from the hothouse of
fashion-beauty-food ads.

But long after figures showed a third, even
a half, of many car models being bought by
women, U.S. makers continued to be uncom-
fortable addressing women. Unlike foreign
carmakers, Detroit never quite learned the
secret of creating intelligent ads that exclude
no one, and then placing them in women’s
magazines to overcome past exclusion.
(Ms. readers were so grateful for a routine
Honda ad featuring rack and pinion steering,
for instance, that they sent fan mail.) Even
now, Detroit continues to ask, “Should we
make special ads for women?” Perhaps that’s
why some foreign cars still have a dispropor-
tionate share of the U.S. women’s market.
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¢ In the Ms. Gazette, we do a brief
report on a congressional hearing into
chemicals used in hair dyes that are
absorbed through the skin and may be car-
cinogenic. Newspapers report this too, but
Clairol, a Bristol-Myers subsidiary that
makes dozens of products—a few of which
have just begun to advertise in Ms.—is out-
raged. Not at newspapers or news-
magazines, just at us. It’s bad enough that
Ms. is the only women’s magazine refusing
to provide the usual “complementary” arti-
cles and beauty photos, but to criticize one
of their categories—that is going too far.

We offer to publish a letter from Clairol
telling its side of the story. In an excess of
solicitousness, we even put this letter in the
Gazette, not in Letters to the Editors where it
belongs. Nonetheless—and in spite of sur-
veys that show Ms. readers are active women
who use more of almost everything Clairol
makes than do the readers of any other
women’s magazine—Ms. gets almost none
of these ads for the rest of its natural life.

Meanwhile, Clairol changes its hair col-
oring formula, apparently in response to
the hearings we reported.

¢ Our saleswomen set out early to
attract ads for consumer electronics: sound
equipment, calculators, computers, VCRs,
and the like. We know that our readers are
determined to be included in the technologi-
cal revolution. We know from reader sur-
veys that Ms. readers are buying this stuff in
numbers as high as those of magazines like
Playboy, or “men 18 to 34,” the prime tar-
gets of the consumer electronics industry.
Moreover, unlike traditional women’s
products that our readers buy but don’t
need to read articles about, these are
subjects they want covered in our pages.
There actually is a supportive editorial
atmosphere.

“But women don’t understand technol-
ogy,” say executives at the end of ad pre-
sentations. “Maybe not,” we respond, “but
neither do men—and we all buy it.”

“If women do buy it,” say the decision
makers, “they’re asking their husbands and
boyfriends what to buy first.” We produce let-
ters from Ms. readers saying how turned off
they are when salesmen say things like “Let
me know when your husband can come in.”

After several years of this, we get a few
ads for compact sound systems. Some of
them come from JVC, whose vice president,
Harry Elias, is trying to convince his Japan-
ese bosses that there is something called a
women’s market. At his invitation, I find
myself speaking at huge trade shows in
Chicago and Las Vegas, trying to persuade
JVC dealers that showrooms don’t have to
be locker rooms where women are made to
feel unwelcome. But as it turns out, the
shows themselves are part of the problem.
In Las Vegas, the only women around the
technology displays are seminude models
serving champagne. In Chicago, the big
attraction is Marilyn Chambers, who fol-
lowed Linda Lovelace of Deep Throat fame
as Chuck Traynor’s captive and/or
employee. VCRs are being demonstrated
with her porn videos.

In the end, we get ads for a car stereo
now and then, but no VCRs; some IBM per-
sonal computers, but no Apple or Japanese
ones. We notice that office magazines like
Working Woman and Savvy don’t benefit as
much as they should from office equipment
ads either. In the electronics world, women
and technology seem mutually exclusive. It
remains a decade behind even Detroit.

# Because we get letters from little girls
who love toy trains, and who ask our help
in changing ads and box-top photos that
feature little boys only, we try to get toy-

‘train ads from Lionel. It turns out that

Lionel executives have been concerned
about little girls. They made a pink train,
and were surprised when it didn’t sell.

Lionel bows to consumer pressure with a
photograph of a boy and a girl—but only
on some of their boxes. They fear that, if
trains are associated with girls, they will be
devalued in the minds of boys. Needless to
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say, Ms. gets no train ads, and little girls
remain a mostly unexplored market. By
1986, Lionel is put up for sale.

But for different reasons, we haven’t had
much luck with other kinds of toys either.
In spite of many articles on child-rearing:
an annual listing of nonsexist, multiracial
toys by Letty Cottin Pogrebin; Stories for
Free Children, a regular feature also edited
by Letty; and other prizewinning features
for or about children, we get virtually no
toy ads. Generations of Ms. saleswomen
explain to toy manufacturers that a larger
proportion of Ms. readers have preschool
children than do the readers of other
women’s magazines, but this industry can’t
believe feminists have or care about

children.

¢ When Ms. begins, the staff decides
not to accept ads for feminine hygiene sprays
or cigarettes: they are damaging and carry no
appropriate health warnings. Though we
don’t think we should tell our readers what
to do, we do think we should provide facts
so they can decide for themselves. Since the
antismoking lobby has been pressing for
health warnings on cigarette ads, we decide
to take them only as they comply.

Philip Morris is among the first to do so.
One of its brands, Virginia Slims, is also
sponsoring women’s tennis and the first
national polls of women’s opinions. On the
other hand, the Virginia Slims theme,
“You’ve come a long way, baby,” has more
than a “baby” problem. It makes smoking
a symbol of progress for women.

We explain to Philip Morris that this slo-
gan won’t do well in our pages, but they are
convinced its success with some women
means it will work with all women. Finally,
we agree to publish an ad for a Virginia
Slims calendar as a test. The letters
from readers are critical—and smart. For
instance: Would you show a black man
picking cotton, the same man in a Cardin
suit, and symbolize the antislavery and civil
rights movements by smoking? Of course
not. But instead of honoring the test results,

the Philip Morris people seem angry to be
proven wrong. They take away ads for all
their many brands.

This costs Ms. about $250,000 the first
year. After five years, we can no longer
keep track. Occasionally, a new set of exe-
cutives listens to Ms. saleswomen, but
because we won’t take Virginia Slims, not
one Philip Morris product returns to our
pages for the next 16 years.

Gradually, we also realize our naiveté, in
thinking we could decide against taking
cigarette ads. They became a disproportionate
support of magazines the moment they were
banned on television, and few magazines
could compete and survive without them:
certainly not Ms., which lacks so many other
categories. By the time statistics in the 1980s
showed that women’s rate of lung cancer was
approaching men’s, the necessity of taking
cigarette ads has become a kind of prison.

¢ General Mills, Pillsbury, Carnation,
Del Monte, Dole, Kraft, Stouffer, Hormel,
Nabisco: you name the food giant, we
try it. But no matter how desirable the
Ms. readership, our lack of recipes is lethal.

We explain to them that placing food
ads only next to recipes associates food
with work. For many women, it is a nega-
tive that works against the ads. Why not
place food ads in diverse media without
recipes (thus reaching more men, who are
now a third of the shoppers in super-
markets anyway), and leave the recipes to
specialty magazines like Gourmet (a third
of whose readers are also men)?

These arguments elicit interest, but
except for an occasional ad for a conve-
nience food, instant coffee, diet drinks,
yogurt, or such extras as avocados and
almonds, this mainstay of the publishing
industry stays closed to us. Period.

¢ Traditionally, wines and liquors
didn’t advertise to women: men were
thought to make the brand decisions, even
if women did the buying. But after endless
presentations, we begin to make a dent in
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this category. Thanks to the unconven-
tional Michel Roux of Carillon Importers
(distributors of Grand Marnier, Absolut
Vodka, and others), who assumes that food
and drink have no gender, some ads are
leaving their men’s club.

Beermakers are still selling masculinity. It
takes Ms. fully eight years to get its first beer
ad (Michelob). In general, however, liquor
ads are less stereotyped in their imagery—and
far less controlling of the editorial content
around them—than are women’s products.
But given the underrepresentation of other
categories, these very facts tend to create a dis-
proportionate number of alcohol ads in the
pages of Ms. This in turn dismays readers
worried about women and alcoholism.

¢ We hear in 1980 that women in the
Soviet Union have been producing feminist
samizdat (underground, self-published
books) and circulating them throughout the
country. As punishment, four of the leaders
have been exiled. Though we are operating
on our usual shoestring, we solicit individ-
ual contributions to send Robin Morgan to
interview these women in Vienna.

The result is an exclusive cover story
that includes the first news of a populist
peace movement against the Afghanistan
occupation, a prediction of glasnost to
come, and a grass-roots, intimate view of
Soviet women’s lives. From the popular
press to women’s studies courses, the
response is great. The story wins a Front
Page award.

Nonetheless, this journalistic coup undoes
years of efforts to get an ad schedule from
Revion. Why? Because the Soviet women on
our cover are not wearing makeup.

¢ Four years of research and presenta-
tions go into convincing airlines that women
now make travel choices and business trips.
United, the first airline to advertise in Ms., is
so impressed with the response from our
readers that one of its executives appears in
a film for our ad presentations. As usual,
good ads get great results.

But we have problems unrelated to such
results. For instance: because American Air-
lines flight attendants include among their
labor demands the stipulation that they
could choose to have their last names pre-
ceded by “Ms.” on their name tags—in
a long-delayed revolt against the standard,
“I am your pilot, Captain Rothgart, and
this is your flight attendant, Cindy Sue”—
American officials seem to hold the maga-
zine responsible. We get no ads.

There is still a different problem at East-
ern. A vice president cancels subscriptions
for thousands of copies on Eastern flights.
Why? Because he is offended by ads for
lesbian poetry journals in the Ms. Classi-
fied. A “family airline,” as he explains
to me coldly on the phone, has to “draw
the line somewhere.”

I’s obvious that Ms. can’t exclude les-
bians and serve women. We’ve been trying
to make that point ever since our first issue
included an article by and about lesbians,
and both Suzanne Levine, our managing
editor, and [ were lectured by such heavy
hitters as Ed Kosner, then editor of
Newsweek (and now of New York
Magazine), who insisted that Ms. should
“position” itself against lesbians. But our
advertisers have paid to reach a guaranteed
number of readers, and soliciting new
subscriptions to compensate for Eastern
would cost $150,000, plus rebating money
in the meantime.

Like almost everything ad-related, this
presents an elaborate organizing problem.
After days of searching for sympathetic
members of the Eastern board, Frank
Thomas, president of the Ford Foundation,
kindly offers to call Roswell Gilpatrick,
a director of Eastern. I talk with
M. Gilpatrick, who calls Frank Borman,
then the president of Eastern. Frank
Borman calls me to say that his airline is not
in the business of censoring magazines: Ms.
will be returned to Eastern flights. . . .

+ Women of color read Ms. in dispro-
portionate numbers. This is a source of
pride to Ms. staffers, who are also more
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racially representative than the editors of
other women’s magazines. But this reality 1s
obscured=by ads filled ‘with enough white
women to make a reader snowblind.

Pat Carbine remembers mostly “aston-
ishment” when she requested African
American, Hispanic, Asian, and other
diverse images. Marcia Ann Gillespie, a Ms.
editor who was previously the editor in
chief of Essence, witnesses ad bias a second
time: having tried for Essence to get white
advertisers to use black images (Revlon did
so eventually, but L’Oréal, Lauder, Chanel,
and other companies never did), she sees
similar problems getting integrated ads for
an integrated magazine. Indeed, the ad
world often creates black and Hispanic ads
only for black and Hispanic media. In an
exact parallel of the fear that marketing a
product to women will endanger its appeal
to men, the response is usually, “But your
[white] readers won’t identify.”

In fact, those we are able to get—for
instance, a Max Factor ad made for
Essence that Linda Wachner gives us after
she becomes president—is praised by white
readers, too. But there are pathetically few
such images.

+ By the end of 1986, production and
mailing costs have risen astronomically, ad
income is flat, and competition for ads is
stiffer than ever. The 60/40 preponderance
of edit over ads that we promised to read-
ers becomes 50/50; children’s stories, most
poetry, and some fiction are casualties of
less space: in order to get variety into lim-
ited pages, the length (and sometimes the
depth) of articles suffers; and, though we
do refuse most of the ads that would look
like a parody in our pages, we get so worn
down that some slip through. ... Still,
readers perform miracles. Though we
haven’t been able to afford a subscription
mailing in two years, they maintain our
guaranteed circulation of 450,000.

Nonetheless, media reports on Ms. often
insist that our unprofitability must be
due to reader disinterest. The myth that

advertisers simply follow readers is very
strong. Not one reporter notes that other
comparable magazines our size (say, Vanity
Fair or The Atlantic) have been losing more
money in one year than Ms. has lost in 16
years. No matter how much never-to-be-
recovered cash is poured into starting a
magazine or keeping one going, appear-
ances seem to be all that matter. (Which is
why we haven’t been able to explain our
fragile state in public. Nothing causes ad-
flight like the smell of nonsuccess.)

My healthy response is anger. My not-
so-healthy response is constant worry. Also
an obsession with finding one more rescue.
There 1s hardly a night when I don’t wake
up with sweaty palms and pounding heart,
scared that we won’t be able to pay the
printer or the post office; scared most of all
that closing our doors will hurt the
women’s movement.

QOut of chutzpah and desperation, I
arrange a lunch with Leonard Lauder, pres-
ident of Estée Lauder. With the exception
of Clinique (the brainchild of Carol
Phillips), none of Lauder’s hundreds of
products has been advertised in Ms. A
year’s schedule of ads for just three or four
of them could save us. Indeed, as the scion
of a family-owned company whose ad prac-
tices are followed by the beauty industry, he
is one of the few men who could liberate
many pages in all women’s magazines just
by changing his mind about “complemen-
tary copy.”

Over a lunch that costs more than we
can pay for some articles, I explain the need
for his leadership. I also lay out the record
of Ms.: more literary and journalistic prizes
won, more new issues introduced into the
mainstream, new writers discovered, and
impact on society than any other magazine:
more articles that became books, stories
that became movies, ideas that became
television series, and newly advertised
products that became profitable: and, most
important for him, a place for his ads to
reach women who aren’t reachable through
any other women’s magazine. Indeed, if
there is one constant characteristic of the
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ever-changing Ms. readership, it is their
impact as leaders. Whether it’s waiting until
later to have first babies, or pioneering
PABA as sun protection in cosmetics, what-
ever they are doing today, a third to a half
of American women will be doing three to
five years from now. It’s never failed.

But, he says, Ms. readers are not our
women. They’re not interested in things like
fragrance and blush-on. If they were, Ms.
would write articles about them.

On the contrary, I explain, surveys show
they are more likely to buy such things than
the readers of, say, Cosmopolitan or Vogue.
They’re good customers because they’re out in
the world enough to need several sets of every-
thing: home, work, purse, travel, gym, and so
on. They just don’t need to read articles about
these things. Would he ask a men’s magazine
to publish monthly columns on how to shave
before he advertised Aramis products
(his line for men)?

He concedes that beauty features are
often concocted more for advertisers than
readers. But Ms. isn’t appropriate for his
ads anyway, he explains. Why? Because
Estée Lauder is selling “a kept-woman
mentality.” ,

I can’t quite believe this. Sixty percent of
the users of his products are salaried, and
generally resemble Ms. readers. Besides, his
company has the appeal of having been
started by a creative and hardworking
woman, his mother, Estée Lauder.

That doesn’t matter, he says. He knows
his customers, and they would like to be
kept women. That’s why he will never
advertise in Ms.

In November 1987, by vote of the Ms.
Foundation for Education and Communica-
tion (Ms.’s owner and publisher, the media
subsidiary of the Ms. Foundation for
Women), Ms. was sold to a company whose
officers, Australian feminists Sandra Yates

and Anne Summers, raised the investment
money in their country that Ms. couldn’t
find in its own. They also started Sassy for
teenage women.

In their two-year tenure, circulation was
raised to 350,000 by investment in circula-
tion mailings, and, to the dismay of some
readers, editorial features on clothes and
new products made a more traditional bid
for ads. Nonetheless, ad pages fell below
previous levels. In addition, Sassy, whose
fresh voice and sexual frankness were an
unprecedented success with young readers,
was targeted by two mothers from Indiana
who began, as one of them put it, “calling
every Christian organization I could think
of.” In response to this controversy, several
crucial advertisers pulled out.

Such links between ads and editorial
content was a problem in Australia, too,
but to a lesser degree. “Our readers pay two
times more for their magazines,” Anne
explained, “so advertisers have less power
to threaten a magazine’s viability.”

“I was shocked,” said Sandra Yates with
characteristic directness. “In Australia, we
think you have freedom of the press—but
you don’t.”

Since Anne and Sandra had not met their
budget’s projections for ad revenue, their
mvestors forced a sale. In October 1989,
Ms. and Sassy were bought by Dale Lang,
owner  of Working Mother, Working
Woman, and one of the few independent
publishing companies left among the con-
glomerates. In response to a request from
the original Ms. staff—as well as to reader
letters urging that Ms. continue, plus his
own belief that Ms. would benefit his other
magazines by blazing a trail—he agreed to
try the ad-free, reader-supported Ms. you
hold now and to give us complete editorial
control. . . .




