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B R A N D  S T R AT E G Y

Wars
Gender

ReseaRch suGGests consumeRs 

peRceive GendeR in bRands. so 

is it time to paint the stoRe 

pink oR blue in the name 

of bRand equity? anGela 

tufvesson RepoRts.

s Cartier male or female? What about Rolex or Guess? Or Pandora? 

While determining whether jewellery and watch brands are 

masculine or feminine might seem irrelevant to the sales process, it 

turns out the way consumers perceive a brand’s gender can have a 

significant effect on the power of that brand. 

According to new Swiss research published in Psychology & Marketing, 

brands with stronger impressions of a masculine or feminine 

personality have higher brand equity. This implies that adhering to 

gender stereotypes could be a wise branding strategy. Will retailers 

benefit more if they only stock brands with strong gender signals and 

should jewellers move towards gender-defining store marketing? 

The findings from the report, The effect of brand gender on brand equity, 



come from a study of 130,000 consumers who rated brands that were 

described as adventurous, aggressive, brave, daring, dominant and 

sturdy as having a masculine personality.

Brands labelled as fragile, graceful, sensitive, sweet and as expressing 

tender feelings were attributed a feminine personality. 

According to the research, Mercedes, Audi and Levi’s are male while 

Dove, Chanel and Olay are female. The researchers discovered that 

consumers ascribe a higher value to brands such as those that can be 

easily classified as masculine or feminine.

Lead researcher of the study Theo Lieven, from the Center for 

Customer Insight at the University St Gallen in Switzerland, says 

consumers prefer brands with strong gender signals precisely 

because they’re easier to categorise. Instead of having to spend time 

making sense of what a brand represents, consumers can easily slot it 

into an existing gender category for easy reference.

“Human cues can be interpreted in milliseconds and gender is one of 

the most salient personality traits,” Lieven states. “The theory behind it 

is the animism, which describes how we attribute human personality 

traits to unanimated objects such as ‘the majestic mountain’ or ‘the 

spirited car.’”

Fellow researcher Bianca Grohmann, associate professor at the John 

Molson School of Business at Concordia University in Canada, explains 

that characterising a brand as masculine or feminine helps consumers 

PANDORA

“if you Want to 

have a stRonG 

feminine bRand, 

it should come 

acRoss as nice, 

Gentle and 

nuRtuRinG.”
EUGENE CHAN



use the brand to highlight their own personality or identity.

“Strongly masculine and feminine brands help consumers express 

themselves,” she says. “For example, they can signal their own level of 

masculinity or femininity to others by wearing a particular jewellery 

brand. Because the brand brings this self-expression value to the 

product, it results in higher brand equity.”

Unsurprisingly, Grohmann says most well-known retail brands have 

adopted this strategy. “Most global brands are highly masculine 

or highly feminine,” she adds. “We find a few brands that are 

androgynous or unisex but very few brands that are undefined.” 

When it comes to what constitutes masculine or feminine brand traits, 

good old-fashioned stereotypes yield the strongest returns. 

“Basically, a strong gendered brand should really play into gender 

stereotypes that are most prevalent,” says Dr Eugene Chan, a 

consumer psychologist and marketing lecturer at UTS Business 

School. “A man is more likely to find a masculine brand appealing, 

and the same goes for a woman and a feminine brand. For example, 

if you want to have a strong masculine brand, your brand and 

product should come across in your positioning as tough, rugged 

and physically strong whereas if you want to have a strong feminine 

brand, it should come across as nice, gentle and nurturing.”

Choosing a path

Australian jewellery stores generally rely on a two-pronged marketing 

approach to target the women who wear the majority of the jewellery 

and the men who buy it for them. Should these jewellers now choose 

a masculine or feminine branding approach? 

“In general, men find it difficult to 

buy into feminine concepts while 

women find it easier to buy into 

masculine concepts,” Adam Ferrier, 

global chief strategy officer of brand 

consultancy Cummins & Partners, 

states. “Therefore, if you want a brand 

to appeal to both sexes you err 

towards the masculine and 

have as few feminine cues 

as possible. For example, 

a car appealing to 

both sexes is normally 

[marketed as] a neutral 

colour and driven by  

a male.”

Conversely, Grohmann 

says a feminine approach is 

best because the end users  

of most jewellery products  

are women. 

“In terms of evaluation of brands, 

both men and women like brands 

better when they are clearly 

positioned as masculine or feminine,” 
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she says. “This may be important for jewellers in the sense that men 

would be likely to choose highly-feminine brands if they were to buy 

a gift for a woman.”

But the issue is confounded because of the popularity of giving 

jewellery as gifts to men as well as women. 

“Gift-giving contexts differ significantly from buying for one’s own use,” 

Grohmann explains. “This means that jewellers should expect that 

men buying for women would use the femininity of a brand to guide 

their purchase decisions, whereas women would prefer masculine 

brands if they buy for men. 

“In gift-giving situations, strongly masculine and feminine brands will 

likely be more appealing to consumers rather than androgynous or 

unisex brands. For jewellers, the message is that a brand will be more 

appealing if it matches the gender profile of the person who will 

eventually wear it.”

Exploring thE middlE ground

There is some evidence to suggest that brands that elicit strong 

masculine and feminine signals may be just as effective as brands 

that sit at either end of the gender spectrum, especially given the 

increasing push for gender equality in most major institutions. 

A more recent study by Lieven published this year, also in Psychology 

& Marketing, found that androgynous products with above-average 

masculine and feminine traits were more appealing to consumers 

than those that were highly masculine or highly feminine. 

CARTIER

“andRoGynous bRands 

aRe the stRonGest 

eveRyWheRe, While 

undiffeRentiated 

bRands aRe the 

Weakest.”
THEO LIEVEN



Lieven says this effect is evident around the world: “Androgynous 

brands are the strongest everywhere, while undifferentiated brands 

are the weakest everywhere.”

Catering to both masculine and feminine audiences is a difficult task, 

although one of the world’s most recognisable androgynous brands is 

also one of the most successful. 

“It’s possible to have a strong unisex brand but it’s also quite difficult 

since then you need to build your brand through some other 

positioning in order to appeal to your target market,” Chan says. 

“Apple is a great example. It’s not masculine or feminine but it 

positions itself as a simple, elegant, modern and technologically-

advanced brand. It works for them and Apple obviously appeals to 

both men and women.” 

a ChoiCE approaCh

Practically speaking, jewellers keen to adopt a branding strategy 

in line with this phenomenon appear to have three options: stock 

brands and fit out the store to appeal to females; stock brands  

and fit out the store to appeal to males; use a combination of  

both approaches. 

For many jewellery brands, the gender allegiances are obvious. 

“Jewellery is historically and culturally a ‘woman’s thing’ so many 

jewellery store names and brands are female like Tiffany, Victoria 

Buckley, Pandora and Swarovski,” Chan says. “Their advertising also 

tends to appeal primarily to women, featuring pictures of women in 

jewellery, engagement rings and so forth – and feature few men. 

“Other brands are masculine or gender-neutral, like De Beers and 

Michael Hill, although these are limited,” Chan continues. “These 

brands work because masculinity also suggests quality – the jewellery 

and diamonds are upper-class or of superior quality. Female names 

stereotypically tend to convey kindness and sensuality but not 

strength or quality.”

Chan believes Priceline is a good example of an Australian retailer 

that has successfully targeted women and men, albeit with more 

emphasis on female customers. 

“bRand leveRs that 

may dRive this 

kind of [GendeR]

identification 

include colouR, 

aesthetic, scent 

and sound.”
KARL TREACHER
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“The store name itself is very generic and not 

gender-specific but they started their loyalty 

program with the name ‘Sister Club’,” he says. 

“Would guys want to be seen carrying a 

Sister Club card in their wallets? Probably 

not. So they offered a card that is still under 

the Sister Club name but the card itself says 

‘Brother Club’ instead. More men have signed 

up and, as a result, more men now shop  

at Priceline.”

For jewellers who choose the combination 

approach, Karl Treacher, CEO of Sydney-

based agency The Brand Institute, says 

attracting male customers is key. 

“Generally, women are without question 

more comfortable browsing and shopping in 

jewellery stores,” he says. “Audience insights 

into this category suggest that men feel 

uncomfortable and in many ways lost when 

looking at jewellery, so much so that they 

prefer to shop with their partner, which 

deprives many men from ever surprising 

their partners. 

“The psychology and conditioning that 

surrounds the category for the majority of 

men requires a significant awareness effort 

in helping men feel at home and, most 

importantly, welcome shopping in-store.”

Chan says making branding adjustments is 

necessary to appeal to men: “If you want to 

appeal to men, you need to have a brand 

name that also appeals to men and your 

advertising and other communications 

should also position the masculine traits of 

your brand.”

Ultimately, Treacher says, the jewellery 

store or chain that designs their customer 

precious stories

A stylish, petite collection, finely 
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silver, solid gold and rose gold, 

gemstones and pearls.
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 vs Feminine

• CONSUMERS PLACE A HIGHER VALUE ON BRANDS THAT  

 CAN EASILY BE CLASSIFIED AS MASCULINE OR FEMININE.  

•  BRANDS WITH MASCULINE PERSONALITIES ARE:  

ADVENTUROUS, AGGRESSIVE, BRAVE, DOMINANT AND 

STURDY. THINK MERCEDES, AUDI AND LEVI’S.

•  BRANDS WITH FEMININE PERSONALITIES ARE: FRAGILE, 

GRACEFUL, SENSITIVE, SWEET. THINK DOVE, CHANEL  

AND OLAY. 

* Source: The effect of brand gender on brand equity



experience in a way that makes it easy for men to engage and 

transact will revolutionise the sector. 

in-storE ConsidErations

Both the stocked brands and overall look of the store contribute to 

gender image. Naturally, the key is cohesiveness between the type of 

brands stocked and how they fit within the broader branding strategy 

of the store. Everything from the store name to how it smells can have 

an effect on gender perceptions. 

According to Treacher, masculine, feminine and androgynous 

branding can encompass any product, service or experience that 

triggers strong gender identification. 

“Brand levers that may drive this kind of identification include colour, 

aesthetic, treatments, scent and sound,” he says.

Grohmann agrees: “Jewellers can apply different colours in order to 

convey a masculine or feminine image, such a navy blue versus pink. 

Similarly, solid lettering on brand logos and packaging conveys a 

masculine image, whereas cursive, handwritten-looking font supports 

a more feminine image. 

“Some of my research even indicates that the use of scents in the 

store can influence consumers behaviour,” she adds. “For example, 

a vanilla scent in a store carrying lines for women reinforced the 

feminine image and was more effective for a female target market.”

Chances are many jewellers are already incorporating some aspects 

of gendered branding into their marketing plan, even subconsciously, 

which is reflected in the stocked brands and store fit-out. For jewellers 

keen to formalise their strategy, the most important factor is focusing 

on the target market. 

“Defining your target market allows you to better tailor your brand 

and store to your customers’ needs and will help you in implementing 

a clear brand and store identity,” Grohmann says. “Positioning your 

brand clearly in terms of masculine and feminine personality will help 

consumers identify and will increase equity.”

The message to retail jewellers is that a gendered approach to 

branding is emerging as a smart way to entice target consumers into 

stores and attract them to specific products. All that’s left is to decide 

which direction to go.  i
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