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Algorithmic advertising has become a central form of commercial communication
on digital platforms. By collecting browsing records, purchase histories, gender settings and
other behavioral data, platforms can deliver personalized advertisements with great
efficiency. However, the same system may also reproduce and intensify gender stereotypes
when gender becomes a decisive factor in recommendation and product classification. This
paper examines whether gender-stereotyped advertising should be regulated as a form of
discriminatory commercial expression. It first explains how personalized advertising
narrows users' choices and shapes social expectations about femininity, masculinity and
sexual identity. It then analyzes the tension between gender equality and commercial speech,
arguing that legal intervention is legitimate when advertising reinforces harmful stereotypes
and undermines dignity. Drawing on comparative experience from the United Kingdom and
related scholarship on stereotypes, discrimination and media representation, the paper
proposes a reasonable-person standard, a dynamic discriminatory-expression dictionary, and
platform-based review duties. These measures aim to reduce gender-based harm while
preserving proportionate space for lawful advertising innovation.

gender stereotypes, commercial speech, platform regulation, gender equality

Digital platforms increasingly use algorithmic recommendation systems to decide which
advertisements appear before each user. Instead of displaying the same advertisement to all users, a
platform may analyze browsing history, search records, purchase behavior, location data and
declared gender information, and then predict the products or services that are most likely to attract
attention. This model improves advertising efficiency and gives businesses a powerful commercial
tool in the digital economy. At the same time, legal reform in the digital era must consider how
private technological systems shape social behavior and rights protection [1]. Algorithmic
advertising is therefore not only a technical issue, but also a legal issue concerning equality,
autonomy and the boundaries of commercial speech.

The specific problem examined in this paper is gender-stereotyped advertising generated or
intensified by personalized recommendation. Many platforms ask users to choose a gender when
opening an account, and this label may later influence the advertisements pushed to them. When
female users continuously receive advertisements for beauty products, housework tools and skirts,
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and male users mainly receive advertisements for finance, machinery or strength-related goods, the
platform does more than reflect existing market preference. It may gradually narrow the information
environment and encourage users to understand gender roles as fixed commercial categories.
Research on employment discrimination and gender stereotypes shows that repeated patterns of
classification can normalize unequal expectations and affect later choices [2, 3].

The core legal conflict lies between gender equality and the freedom of commercial expression.
Advertisers may argue that product recommendation is a form of market communication and that
users remain free to search for other products. However, equality law and anti-discrimination
principles are also concerned with indirect and cumulative harm. A single advertisement may seem
harmless, but thousands of repeated gendered recommendations can strengthen stereotypes, reduce
self-development opportunities and make gender inequality appear natural. This paper therefore
argues that legal regulation should not prohibit all gender-related advertising, but should target
expressions and algorithmic practices that assign fixed abilities, roles or preferences to users because
of gender. The analysis develops this argument through theoretical explanation, comparative
reference, identification standards, case analysis and regulatory proposals.

2. Theoretical and legal basis
2.1. Gender stereotypes and dignity

A gender stereotype is a fixed assumption that links a gender group with certain traits, roles or
abilities. Women are often expected to be gentle, emotional, slim and responsible for household
care, while men are often expected to be rational, strong, competitive and suitable for technical or
physical work. These assumptions do not merely describe social practice; they also guide behavior
by telling individuals what kind of life is considered normal. Studies on gender stereotypes show
that such beliefs persist across education, family life and employment, even when formal equality is
recognized [3]. When advertising repeatedly displays women only as consumers of beauty, domestic
labor or emotional care, it limits the social imagination available to both women and men.

The legal significance of stereotypes lies in their connection with dignity and substantive
equality. Dignity requires that individuals be treated as autonomous persons capable of forming
identities and preferences, rather than as passive members of a gender category. When commercial
advertising constantly predicts, sorts and represents users through gender stereotypes, it may weaken
the ability of individuals to explore interests outside the expected category. Media representation
research has shown that gendered objectification and sexualized or simplified portrayals can produce
long-term effects on self-understanding and social evaluation [4]. For this reason, gender-
stereotyped advertising should be treated as a potential legal harm when it denies diversity,
reinforces hierarchy or pressures users to conform to a fixed role.

2.2. Expressive function of law and advertisement regulation

The regulation of discriminatory advertising can be justified through the expressive function of law.
Law does not only punish conduct after harm has occurred; it also communicates public values and
sets social boundaries. When the legal system condemns discriminatory commercial expression, it
tells market actors and consumers that gender-based humiliation, exclusion and role assignment are
inconsistent with social equality. This expressive function is especially important in the advertising
field because advertising itself is expressive and symbolic. It shapes what appears normal, desirable
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and valuable. Legal intervention can therefore counteract harmful commercial messages by
announcing that gendered exclusion is not acceptable in the marketplace.

This expressive role must still remain proportionate. Commercial creativity and ordinary product
targeting should not be suppressed simply because an advertisement refers to gender. Regulation
becomes legitimate when the expression carries a harmful message that one gender is naturally less
capable, naturally responsible for certain social tasks, or unsuitable for particular occupations and
identities. Research on gender bias at work demonstrates that stereotypes operate through subtle
assumptions about competence, leadership, warmth and technical skill [5]. A legal framework that
addresses only explicit insults will therefore miss many discriminatory effects. The proper goal is to
identify harmful stereotyped expression while preserving room for truthful, diverse and inclusive
commercial communication.

2.3. International reference for regulating stereotypes

Comparative experience provides useful guidance. In the United Kingdom, the Committee of
Advertising Practice and the Advertising Standards Authority have developed rules on harmful
gender stereotypes in advertising. These rules do not ban every depiction of men, women or family
roles. Instead, they focus on advertisements likely to cause harm or serious offense through
stereotyped assumptions. Such an approach is valuable because it recognizes that advertising can
affect social norms without treating every gender-related image as illegal. It also demonstrates that
specialized standards and administrative guidance may be more practical than relying only on broad
constitutional or equality provisions.

The comparative reference is not a simple transplant. China has its own institutional structure,
and advertising regulation is mainly connected with market supervision and platform governance.
Nevertheless, foreign experience shows that detailed guidance can make anti-stereotype regulation
more predictable. Without clear criteria, businesses may complain that enforcement is arbitrary,
while victims may find it difficult to prove harm. Studies on stereotypes in education and peer
selection show that gendered expectations affect children and adolescents early, especially in
science, technology and occupational imagination [6, 7]. A society that wishes to reduce inequality
must therefore address not only direct exclusion, but also repeated symbolic messages that shape
young users' sense of possibility.

3. Identification of discriminatory advertising expression
3.1. Elements of discriminatory expression

A discriminatory advertising expression should contain two basic elements: stereotyped
classification and recognizable harm. The first element requires that the advertisement assign a
gender group a fixed trait, capacity or social role. Examples include claims that women are naturally
weak in mechanical work, that men should not participate in childcare, or that girls should mainly
pursue beauty and domestic consumption. The second element requires that the expression be
capable of producing negative effects, such as discouraging users from entering a field, making
certain identities appear abnormal, or reducing users to gendered objects. Harm can therefore be
psychological, social or opportunity-based rather than only material.

This two-element structure avoids over-regulation. An advertisement showing a woman using a
household product is not automatically discriminatory. It becomes legally problematic when the
overall message suggests that household work belongs to women by nature, or that users outside this
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pattern are abnormal. The same logic applies to algorithmic recommendation. A platform may
recommend products based on actual interest, but it should not allow gender to become a rigid
substitute for interest. A female user who once searched for clothing should not be permanently
placed into a narrow category that hides technical, professional or financial products. The law
should therefore examine both the wording of an advertisement and the recommendation pattern
behind it.

Gender-stereotyped advertisements commonly appear in three fields. The first is employment and
occupational imagination. Recruitment posters for manual labor, technology or engineering often
use male images, while care-related or service-related advertisements often use female images. Even
without an explicit exclusion clause, such representation may discourage potential applicants who
do not match the depicted gender role. The long-term result is a feedback loop: fewer women apply
to certain jobs, fewer women appear in those occupations, and advertisers then claim that male-
centered images merely reflect reality. Research on workplace discrimination confirms that
seemingly neutral practices can reproduce unequal employment patterns [2].

The second field is family and housework. Many advertisements for cleaning products, kitchen
appliances and childcare services still present women as the natural users. This imagery reinforces
the idea that domestic labor is primarily a female responsibility and may weaken the recognition of
shared family duties [8, 9]. The third field concerns sexual minorities and non-traditional
relationships. Advertisements that portray all couples as heterosexual and all families as based on a
fixed male-female model may marginalize sexual minorities by making them invisible. Although
invisibility is less direct than insult, it can still produce exclusion by suggesting that only one form
of intimacy and family life is socially acceptable [10].

A workable legal test is necessary because neither pure public perception nor a purely subjective
victim standard is sufficient. Public perception may reflect existing prejudice, especially if a
majority group has become accustomed to stereotypes. A purely subjective test may also create
uncertainty because different users react differently to the same content. A reasonable person
standard offers a balanced method. The question should be whether a reasonable person placed in
the position of the affected group would regard the advertisement as reinforcing a harmful gender
stereotype or limiting equal participation. This standard considers the victim's social position while
maintaining an objective legal boundary.

The reasonable person standard should be applied to both content and context. Regulators should
examine the language, visual design, product type, target audience, platform recommendation logic
and likely cumulative impact. For example, the phrase "even women can weld well" is not merely a
statement that women can use a tool. Its wording assumes that women normally cannot weld well,
and the surprising tone turns female competence into an exception. A reasonable female user
interested in technical work may find such wording degrading because it frames her ability as
unexpected. The standard therefore allows legal analysis to identify discriminatory implication
without requiring proof of individual psychological injury in every case.
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4. Case analysis and legal evaluation
4.1. Gender-stereotyped welding advertisement

A useful example is an online advertisement for a laser welding tool released on a video platform in
2025. The advertisement reportedly used wording similar to "smart operation, even women can weld
well" and showed a woman using the product. The problem was not that the advertisement included
a female worker. On the contrary, showing women in technical work can be positive if the image
communicates equal competence. The legal concern was the word "even," which implied that female
ability in welding was surprising and required special emphasis. The expression therefore presented
women as naturally less skilled in mechanical or industrial tasks.

This type of advertising illustrates the hidden character of gender stereotyping. The advertisement
may have intended to praise product simplicity, yet it did so by relying on an assumption of female
incompetence. Such wording harms equality because it turns a technical field into a male norm and
treats women as outsiders. It also has a cumulative effect on younger viewers who may already
receive limited encouragement to enter science, technology, engineering and manufacturing fields.
Studies on gender and science education show that peer selection and early stereotypes affect
children's and adolescents' interest in professional domains [6]. Legal review should therefore focus
on whether the commercial message reinforces a social hierarchy, not only on whether the advertiser
subjectively intended discrimination.

4.2. Platform responsibility in algorithmic delivery

The case also shows why responsibility cannot be placed only on individual advertisers. In
algorithmic advertising, platforms select audiences, rank content and determine repetition frequency.
Even if one advertisement is only mildly stereotyped, repeated delivery to a narrowly classified
gender group can intensify harm. Platforms profit from the recommendation system and possess the
technical ability to examine patterns of discriminatory targeting. Accordingly, platform
responsibility should include prior review of high-risk advertising categories, complaint channels,
data-based monitoring and correction of recommendation models that repeatedly separate users by
gender in unjustified ways.

Platform duties should be designed with proportionality. A platform should not be required to
manually review every small advertisement before publication, but it should be required to develop
clear rules, maintain automated screening tools and provide human review when complaints arise. A
record system can classify violations by seriousness. Minor first-time violations may lead to
warnings and correction orders, while repeated or intentional discriminatory advertising may justify
temporary suspension of advertising functions or administrative penalties. Such a graduated model
protects equality while avoiding excessive burdens on lawful commercial expression. It also
encourages platforms to treat discrimination control as part of ordinary compliance rather than as a
rare exceptional issue.

5. Regulatory pathways for China
5.1. Dynamic discrimination dictionary

A dynamic discrimination dictionary can serve as the first regulatory tool. The dictionary should
identify expressions that usually create gender hierarchy, such as claims that a gender is naturally

60



Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Global Politics and Socio-Humanities
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7048/2026.34747

incapable of certain work, naturally suitable for domestic service, or naturally responsible for
emotional care. It should also include common sentence structures rather than only isolated words,
because discrimination often appears through comparison, surprise or exclusion. Phrases such as
"even women can," "real men should," or "girls are born to" may require special attention. The
dictionary should remain open and regularly updated through research, public consultation and case
accumulation.

The dictionary should not operate as an automatic punishment list. It should function as guidance
for advertisers, platforms and regulators. When a phrase appears in the dictionary, the advertiser
should examine whether the context removes or reinforces the stereotype. The State Administration
for Market Regulation or local market supervision authorities could publish model examples,
correction guidelines and compliance checklists. This approach improves predictability and reduces
uncertainty. It also has an educational function: businesses and the public can learn which
expressions are harmful and why they should be avoided. Over time, the dictionary can help shift
advertising culture from gender classification to gender-inclusive design.

The second pathway is platform accountability. Platforms should clearly prohibit discriminatory
advertising in their terms of service and require advertisers to accept these rules before purchasing
targeted advertising. The rules should cover both explicit discriminatory words and algorithmic
delivery patterns that intensify gender segregation. For example, if an advertisement for high-paying
technical training is overwhelmingly delivered to male users because of historical engagement data,
the platform should review whether the model is reproducing past inequality. Algorithmic
accountability therefore requires attention to results as well as formal settings, because
discrimination can appear even when no advertiser directly selects gender as a target category.

To make this duty effective, platforms should establish complaint channels and explainable
review procedures. Users should be able to report advertisements that appear stereotyped or
exclusionary, and platforms should provide a timely response. For serious cases, platforms should
disclose whether the advertisement was targeted according to gender, age, interests or similar
categories. This does not require complete disclosure of trade secrets, but it does require enough
information for regulators and users to understand why a discriminatory pattern occurred. Research
on gendered workplace bias and organizational behavior shows that hidden assumptions become
harder to challenge when decision processes remain opaque [5]. Transparency is therefore an
essential condition for effective legal control.

The third pathway is the establishment of procedural safeguards. Anti-stereotype regulation should
not become arbitrary censorship. Advertisers should have the right to receive notice, provide
explanations, correct problematic content and appeal penalties. Regulators should distinguish
between harmful stereotype, ordinary demographic marketing and positive representation. For
example, an advertisement encouraging women to join engineering training should not be punished
merely because it refers to women. The decisive question is whether the content expands or narrows
equal opportunity. A procedure that requires reasoned decisions can help maintain this distinction
and protect legitimate commercial speech.

Sanctions should also be proportionate. Warning, content correction and temporary removal can
address minor or accidental violations. Fines may be appropriate when an advertiser refuses to
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correct a harmful expression or repeatedly uses discriminatory messaging. Serious penalties such as
business-license restrictions should be reserved for repeated, intentional and socially harmful
conduct. In addition, platform penalties should depend on the degree of control and knowledge. A
platform that responds quickly to complaints should be treated differently from one that knowingly
profits from discriminatory targeting. This layered responsibility structure can reduce gender harm
without creating excessive fear among advertisers.

6. Conclusion

Algorithmic advertising has transformed gender stereotypes from isolated media images into
personalized and repeated commercial messages. When a platform classifies users through gender
and continuously narrows the advertisements shown to them, it may shape preferences, expectations
and social roles in a way that undermines substantive equality. This paper has argued that the legal
issue should not be framed as a simple conflict between equality and commercial speech. A more
accurate approach is to distinguish ordinary product marketing from discriminatory commercial
expression that assigns fixed abilities, social roles or life paths to users because of gender.

A workable regulatory framework should combine a reasonable person standard, a dynamic
discrimination dictionary, platform review duties and proportionate sanctions. Such a framework can
address obvious gendered insults as well as subtle algorithmic patterns that reproduce inequality.
Future development in this field should pay closer attention to empirical measurement of advertising
harm, the treatment of sexual minorities in recommendation systems, and the design of transparent
platform audits. As artificial intelligence becomes more deeply embedded in advertising, legal
regulation should move from after-the-fact punishment toward preventive governance. The long-
term goal is not to eliminate creativity in advertising, but to ensure that digital commerce supports
equal dignity and diverse self-development rather than silently rebuilding old stereotypes through
new technology.

References

[1] Isman, Hambali, A.l. and Eldeen, A.B. (2024) Transcendental Law and Legal Reform in the Digital Era. In Al in
Business: Opportunities and Limitations, Volume 2, pp. 485-493. Springer Nature Switzerland.

[2] Reskin, B.F. (2000) The proximate causes of employment discrimination. Contemporary Sociology, 29(2), 319—
328.

[3] Merma-Molina, G., Avalos-Ramos, M.A. and Martinez Ruiz, M.A. (2022) Gender stereotypes: persistence and
challenges. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An International Journal, 41(7), 1112—1135.

[4] Santoniccolo, F., Trombetta, T., Paradiso, M.N. and Roll¢, L. (2023) Gender and media representations: A review of
the literature on gender stereotypes, objectification and sexualization. International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health, 20(10), 5770.

[5] Heilman, M.E., Caleo, S. and Manzi, F. (2024) Women at work: Pathways from gender stereotypes to gender bias
and discrimination. Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior, 11(1), 165-192.

[6] McGuire, L., Hoffman, A.J., Mulvey, K.L., Hartstone-Rose, A., Winterbottom, M., Joy, A. and Rutland, A. (2022)
Gender stereotypes and peer selection in STEM domains among children and adolescents. Sex Roles, 87(9), 455—
470.

[71 Gajda, A., Bojko, A. and Stoecker, E. (2022) The vicious circle of stereotypes: Teachers' awareness of and
responses to students' gender-stereotypical behaviour. PLoS One, 17(6), €0269007.

[8] Jenson, J. (2024) The talents of women, the skills of men: flexible specialization and women. In The
Transformation of Work?, pp. 141-155. Routledge.

[9] Franzke, S., Wu, J., Froese, F.J. and Chan, Z.X. (2022) Female entrepreneurship in Asia: a critical review and future
directions. Asian Business & Management, 21(3), 343-372.

[10] Whiley, L.A., Wright, A., Stutterheim, S.E. and Grandy, G. (2023) A part of being a woman, really: Menopause at
work as dirty femininity. Gender, Work & Organization, 30(3), 897-916.

62



