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ABSTRACT 

This paper analyses the advertisement “Every Sexist Commercial You’ve Ever Seen Ft. Vir Das” from 

Havells’ #HERespect campaign through the lens of social psychology. Using concepts such as the 

Elaboration Likelihood Model, cognitive dissonance, source credibility, stereotype activation, and social 

norms theory, the study examines how satire functions as a persuasive mechanism in challenging 

normalized gender stereotypes in Indian advertising. The advertisement employs humour, irony, and 

celebrity endorsement to simultaneously engage viewers through peripheral processing while encouraging 

deeper critical reflection through central processing. Additionally, the paper explores the role of audience 

characteristics, implicit bias, and attitude change in shaping the advertisement’s effectiveness. Findings 

suggest that the campaign succeeds in exposing and destabilizing sexist portrayals by transforming 

familiar advertising conventions into objects of critique. However, its reliance on satire may limit 

accessibility for audiences less familiar with ironic communication. The study concludes that socially 

conscious advertising can act as an important cultural intervention in reshaping public perceptions of 

gender representation in media. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The advertisement titled "Every Sexist Commercial You’ve Ever Seen Ft. VIR DAS", part of Havells' 

#HERespect campaign, is a satirical take on the deeply ingrained sexism in Indian advertising, especially 

ads targeting home and kitchen appliances. In the commercial, Vir Das parodies common stereotypes, 

pretending to sell various fictional products by placing the “ideal Indian woman” in domestic, submissive 

roles, while highlighting how ridiculous these portrayals truly are. The target audience of this ad caters, in 

my interpretation, mostly to our urban youth and educated individuals since the ad is heavily laden with 

sarcasm, purposeful humour, and sardonic undertones, which are usually prevalent and comprehensible to 

the aforementioned demographic. 

I chose this ad because it uniquely blends humour with critical commentary, holding up a mirror to the 

absurdity of gender-based marketing norms. The advertisement presents a particularly compelling case 

study due to its layered use of satire and social commentary. The ad also cleverly uses satire as a persuasive 

tool, making it a rich text to dissect through the lens of social psychology. As someone interested in how 
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media shapes social norms, this ad played a pivotal role in derailing the current conventional representation 

of women in Indian cinema. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Feminist Media Theory 

“What relationship, for instance, does spectatorship have to representations of women? What sort of 

activity is looking? How do images of women, in particular, ‘speak to’ the spectator? Is femininity 

constructed in specific ways through representation? Why are images of women’s bodies so prevalent in 

our society?” asks Annette Kuhn, a British author and researcher. She suggests that these questions and 

concerns are both political and theoretical in their role in the development of feminist knowledge. The 

stereotypical representation of women in mainstream media is not an unheard-of concept and is quite 

ubiquitous in its reach. However, we see different societies tackling this typecast in different ways. The 

Indian society and film industry, for one, keep backtracking in their addressal of female autonomy and 

preconceived gender roles. 

Sprafkin and Liebert’s study of “Sex-typing and Children’s Television Preferences” concludes that 

television’s confining and outdated sex roles may perhaps undermine the progress towards the liberation 

of both sexes. There seems to be a widening gap between the mass cultural depictions of femininity (in 

soap operas, girl magazines, and advertisements) and their likeness to real life. Janice Radway comments 

that the most ‘degraded’ forms of mass culture are those associated with the feminine. 

Another useful framework is Stuart Hall’s Representation Theory (1997), which argues that media do 

not simply reflect reality but actively construct meaning. Hall emphasized that repeated representations 

shape collective understandings of identity, power, and social roles. Applied to gendered advertising, this 

perspective suggests that repetitive portrayals of women as submissive homemakers or decorative objects 

contribute to broader cultural assumptions about femininity and acceptable gender behaviour. 

The relevance of Hall’s framework becomes particularly apparent in satirical campaigns such as Havells’ 

#HerRespect, where stereotypical expectations are intentionally exaggerated or reversed to expose their 

absurdity. Rather than reinforcing existing meanings, satire destabilizes them, encouraging audiences to 

question deeply normalized assumptions. 

Indian Advertising Culture 

Indian media presents a complex landscape in which progressive narratives coexist with traditional gender 

expectations. Bollywood-linked advertising has historically contributed to the objectification of women 

by emphasizing glamour, desirability, and romantic dependency, often privileging male perspectives in 

storytelling (Munshi, 1998). Simultaneously, domestic role stereotypes remain prevalent across 

advertisements for kitchen appliances, detergents, and childcare products. 

However, shifts in urban consumption patterns and feminist discourse have encouraged some brands to 

adopt socially conscious messaging. Campaigns increasingly depict women as financially independent, 

professionally ambitious, or resistant to stereotypical expectations. Despite this progress, scholars argue 

that many such portrayals remain superficial or commercially motivated rather than transformative (Gill, 

2007). Consequently, examining advertisements that explicitly critique sexism becomes important for 

understanding whether media can genuinely contribute to social change. 

Social Learning Theory 

Social Learning Theory (SLT), developed by Albert Bandura, is one of the most influential theories 

explaining how individuals acquire attitudes, values, and behaviours through social interaction. The theory 
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serves as a bridge between behaviourist and cognitive approaches by emphasizing not only observable 

behaviour but also cognitive processes such as attention, memory, and motivation. According to Bandura, 

learning does not occur solely through direct experience or reinforcement; individuals can also learn by 

observing the actions and consequences experienced by others. 

In the context of the Havells #HerRespect campaign, Social Learning Theory provides a useful framework 

for understanding how advertising can influence social attitudes toward women and domestic labour. The 

campaign portrays everyday situations in which household appliances are treated with greater care and 

appreciation than the women who use them. Through satire and social commentary, viewers are 

encouraged to observe these interactions and reflect upon the underlying gender biases they represent. 

SLT suggests that learning occurs through three interconnected processes: observation, imitation, and 

modelling. The #HerRespect campaign relies heavily on observational learning by presenting relatable 

family dynamics that audiences can easily recognize. Viewers observe the behaviour of family members 

and the contrast between the respect shown toward appliances and the lack of acknowledgment given to 

women. This observation allows audiences to identify problematic social norms without personally 

experiencing the situation. 

Another important aspect of SLT is the role of cognitive processes in learning. Individuals actively 

interpret and evaluate what they observe rather than merely responding to external stimuli. In the 

#HerRespect campaign, viewers are prompted to critically assess their own attitudes and behaviours 

regarding gender roles. The campaign's satirical narrative functions as a form of intrinsic reinforcement, 

generating feelings of reflection, empathy, and sometimes discomfort that motivate audiences to 

reconsider established beliefs about domestic work and women's contributions within the household. 

Bandura further argued that learning does not necessarily result in an immediate change in behaviour. 

Individuals may acquire new knowledge and attitudes through observation, even if these changes are not 

immediately visible. Similarly, the #HerRespect campaign may not instantly transform societal attitudes 

toward gender equality; however, it can initiate awareness and encourage viewers to adopt more respectful 

perspectives toward women. Through repeated exposure, discussion, and social sharing, these learned 

attitudes may gradually influence behaviour over time. 

The campaign also demonstrates the significance of modelling within digital media environments. As 

audiences engage with and share the advertisement on social media platforms, they encounter broader 

social approval for values such as respect, equality, and recognition of women's labour. This collective 

reinforcement strengthens the likelihood that individuals will internalize these attitudes and potentially 

model them in their own interactions. 

Social Learning Theory helps explain how the Havells #HerRespect campaign extends beyond product 

promotion to function as a tool for social learning. By presenting observable social behaviours, 

encouraging cognitive reflection, and providing positive models of gender respect, the campaign seeks to 

influence attitudes and contribute to broader conversations surrounding gender equality in contemporary 

society. 

 

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES IN THE ADVERTISEMENT 

1. The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) 

The Elaboration Likelihood Model explains how people process persuasive messages via two main routes: 

the central route and the peripheral route. 
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 Peripheral Route: This ad primarily relies on peripheral cues like humour, celebrity endorsement 

(Vir Das), and emotional appeal. Instead of presenting logical arguments about gender equality, it uses 

exaggeration and irony to expose sexist tropes. This method engages viewers who might not otherwise 

critically reflect on gender bias in ads. 

 Central Route: For a more engaged audience, perhaps those familiar with gender studies or critical 

media theory, the ad invites central processing. Viewers are encouraged to think deeply about the long-

term social implications of repeated gender stereotyping in media. 

The effectiveness lies in this dual-layered strategy: surface-level comedy attracts attention, while the 

underlying critique invites reflection, especially among younger, educated, urban viewers like urban 

youth and media-literate audiences. 

2. Source: Vir Das as a Messenger 

Vir Das serves as the source of the message, and his characteristics significantly influence the ad’s 

persuasiveness. 

 Credibility: As a popular comedian and social commentator, Vir is known for tackling political and 

social issues through satire. His reputation lends trustworthiness and expertise in critiquing social 

norms, which the modern generation would be more receptive to. 

 Likability: Das’s charismatic persona and humorous delivery make the ad more engaging and reduce 

resistance to potentially uncomfortable truths. 

 Attractiveness: Physically and socially, Das is a relatable and appealing figure for the ad’s target 

demographic—urban millennials and Gen Z who consume both comedy and commentary online. 

This blend of credibility, likability, and familiarity increases the perceived authority of the message. 

3. Message Characteristics: Satire and Incongruity 

 Humour and Irony: The ad leverages the incongruity theory of humour- the idea that we find things 

funny when they violate our expectations. By exaggerating gender roles that are usually seen being 

heedlessly propagated in Indian ads, the ad steers the audience into laughter, followed by realization. 

 Message Framing: Instead of overtly lecturing, the ad uses negative exemplification- showing what 

not to do– to frame its message. This can be more persuasive, as people are less defensive when their 

own behaviour isn’t being directly criticized, especially in a contemporary Indian society, where 

hypersensitivity has become a prevalent defence mechanism for most 

 Emotional Appeal: While the humour is the hook, the underlying message evokes moral emotions 

like guilt, anger, and even shame about normalized sexism. 

4. Audience Characteristics (Target Audience) 

This ad is clearly tailored to urban, educated, media-savvy audiences who can pick up on the satire and 

engage with such social critique. 

 Need for Cognition (NFC): Audiences with high NFC, meaning those who enjoy thinking deeply, are 

more likely to process the satire via the central route and reflect on the embedded underlying issues. 

 Pre-existing Attitudes: For audiences already critical of sexism, the ad offers attitude reinforcement. 

For others, the humour may reduce psychological reactance, making them more open to reconsidering 

sexist norms. Psychological reactance is a motivational state that occurs when an individual feels that 

their freedom of choice is being threatened or restricted 

This is crucial because it acknowledges that one particular method of persuasion does not work for 

all, especially for values-related issues like gender roles. 
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5. Attitude Change Theories and Concepts 

 Cognitive Dissonance: Cognitive dissonance is a psychological phenomenon that occurs when a 

person holds two contradictory beliefs at the same time. By showing absurdly sexist commercials, the 

ad triggers dissonance in viewers who may have unconsciously accepted these tropes. Viewers might 

laugh and chuckle first, and then reflect on the harsh reality screaming in the message of this ad. This 

discomfort or epiphany can lead to attitude change. 

 Balance Theory: In the psychology of motivation, balance theory is a theory of attitude change, 

proposed by Fritz Heider. It conceptualizes the cognitive consistency motive as a drive toward 

psychological balance. If particular viewers like Vir Das and respect his opinions, they may be more 

inclined to align their attitudes with his anti-sexism stance to maintain cognitive balance. 

 Social Norms and Descriptive Influence: The ad challenges descriptive norms (“This is just how 

women are portrayed”) by ridiculing them. It also attempts to shift injunctive norms – what people 

ought to do – toward more respectful representations of women. 

 

6. Stereotypes and Implicit Bias 

The ad does not merely highlight stereotypes; it weaponizes them against themselves. 

 Gender Stereotyping: Women are shown doing laundry, cooking, and cleaning, always with a smile. 

The hyperbole is intentional and uncomfortable. The striking absence of men from these ads is also a 

glaring alarm; even if present, they don’t play a direct role in any of the actions perpetuated by these 

ads. It reflects how mainstream ads reduce women to domestic functions. 

 Objectification and Role Limitation: Women in the ad are equated with products, critiquing how 

traditional ads strip female characters of agency. As can be seen in the ad, Mr. Das displays multiple 

fronts where women are often used as mere caricatures or mannequins, even. Be it deodorant ads where 

women are depicted as a horde of bees swarming towards some man as if he were the last shred of 

honeycomb, or be it an ad for something as unassuming as mango juice. (Ex. Katrina Kaif’s airy and 

male-gaze-oriented depiction in Maaza advertisements.) 

 Implicit Bias: By parodying common scripts, the ad reveals how implicit biases (unconscious 

associations) about gender roles are planted and perpetuated through media. Such pointed displays of 

women cement a narrative in the way our society perceives gender roles, or more specifically, even if 

unconsciously, objectifies a woman, even in the most random and unnecessary setting. 

The ad functions as both a mirror and a magnifying glass, reflecting normalized sexism and 

amplifying its absurdity. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This paper adopts a qualitative content analysis approach to examine the persuasive and psychological 

dimensions of the advertisement. The commercial is interpreted through established frameworks in social 

psychology, particularly persuasion theory, stereotype activation, attitude change, and normative 

influence. The analysis focuses on symbolic representation, humour, message framing, and audience 

reception. It’s centrally focused on highlighting the unrewarding relationship between mainstream media 

and its portrayal of women. 

 

DISCUSSION 

In recent years, we have seen a spike in the use of humour and sarcasm as a tool in advertising. Humour  
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in itself has always been a unifying quality for mass appeal. Traditional awareness campaigns generally 

communicate social messages directly through facts, statistics, emotional appeals, or educational content. 

While these approaches inform audiences about social issues, they may not always encourage critical self-

reflection. 

Satire, on the other hand, uses irony, exaggeration, humor, and social criticism to expose problematic 

attitudes and behaviors. The Havells #HerRespect campaign employed satire by portraying the common 

tendency of people to show excessive respect toward expensive household appliances while 

simultaneously neglecting or undervaluing the women who perform domestic labor. Through this contrast, 

the advertisement highlighted the gender inequality embedded within everyday family interactions. 

The satirical approach makes viewers uncomfortable in a constructive manner. Instead of directly 

instructing audiences to respect women, the campaign encouraged them to recognize the absurdity of 

treating appliances with greater care than the individuals who operate them. This indirect method often 

creates stronger cognitive engagement and increases message retention. 

1. Can Advertisements Genuinely Change Attitudes or Merely Reinforce Existing Beliefs? 

The effectiveness of advertising in changing attitudes remains a subject of debate within social psychology 

and communication studies. According to the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), 

persuasive messages can influence attitudes when audiences actively process and reflect upon the 

information presented. 

The #HerRespect campaign has the potential to challenge existing gender norms by prompting viewers to 

reconsider unconscious biases regarding domestic work and women's roles. By making viewers aware of 

these biases, the campaign may contribute to attitude change, particularly among individuals who are 

already open to questioning traditional gender expectations. 

However, advertisements rarely produce immediate or radical social transformation. Research suggests 

that social advertising is often more effective at reinforcing emerging attitudes than creating entirely new 

beliefs. Individuals who already support gender equality may find their beliefs strengthened by the 

campaign, while those holding deeply entrenched patriarchal views may resist the message or interpret it 

differently. 

Therefore, the campaign's primary contribution may lie in encouraging discussion and reflection rather 

than directly changing behavior on a large scale. 

2. The Role of Brands in Promoting Social Change versus Using Social Issues for Marketing 

The increasing involvement of brands in social causes has generated both praise and criticism. On one 

hand, corporations possess significant resources, visibility, and influence that can help bring important 

social issues into public discourse. Campaigns such as #HerRespect demonstrate how brands can use their 

communication platforms to challenge gender stereotypes and promote social awareness. 

On the other hand, critics argue that some companies engage in "cause marketing" or "woke washing," 

where social issues are incorporated primarily to improve brand image and increase sales rather than to 

create meaningful change. In such cases, social activism becomes a marketing strategy rather than a 

genuine commitment to social responsibility. 

The success and credibility of socially conscious campaigns depend on whether the brand's actions align 

with its message. If a company actively supports gender equality through workplace policies, employee 

welfare, and long-term initiatives, its campaign is more likely to be perceived as authentic. Thus, the 

#HerRespect campaign illustrates the complex relationship between corporate social responsibility (CSR), 

social advocacy, and commercial objectives. 
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3. The Influence of Digital Media and Social Media Sharing on the Campaign's Reach 

Digital media played a crucial role in amplifying the impact of the #HerRespect campaign. Unlike 

traditional television advertising, social media platforms enable audiences to actively engage with, 

comment on, and share campaign content. This participatory nature significantly extends the reach of 

social messages. 

The campaign's satirical content was particularly well-suited for digital environments because satire often 

generates emotional reactions, discussion, and debate. Users shared the advertisement across platforms 

such as YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, increasing visibility beyond the brand's immediate 

audience. 

From the perspective of Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977), repeated exposure to socially 

approved behaviors through media can influence attitudes and behavioral norms. Social media sharing 

also creates a form of peer endorsement, making audiences more likely to engage with the message. 

Furthermore, online discussions surrounding the campaign encouraged public conversations about gender 

roles, domestic labor, and respect for women. 

As a result, digital media transformed the campaign from a conventional advertisement into a broader 

social dialogue, increasing both its cultural relevance and persuasive potential. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

This study is limited by its qualitative and interpretive approach, focusing exclusively on the Havells 

#HerRespect advertisement as a single case study. The analysis relies on theoretical frameworks and 

content interpretation rather than empirical audience data. Since viewer responses were not measured 

through surveys, interviews, or experimental methods, the study cannot conclusively determine the 

campaign's actual impact on attitudes or behaviour. Therefore, conclusions regarding persuasion, social 

learning, and attitude change should be understood as theoretical inferences rather than directly observed 

outcomes. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Overall, "Every Sexist Commercial You’ve Ever Seen" is a highly effective piece of satirical 

persuasion, especially for audiences capable of decoding its layered messages. It cleverly balances 

humour and critique, using peripheral cues to attract attention while embedding central arguments about 

sexism in advertising. Instead of focusing on the myriad of ads that house sexist undertones, this single ad 

is like an umbrella covering the different variations of such advertisements that are prevalent in the Indian 

film industry. It challenges attitudes, provokes dissonance, and leverages credible messengers to shake 

social complacency. 

The Havells #HerRespect campaign demonstrates how satire can serve as an effective tool for social 

change by exposing everyday gender inequalities through humour and irony. While advertisements alone 

may not fundamentally transform deeply rooted social attitudes, they can stimulate reflection, reinforce 

progressive beliefs, and generate public discussion. The campaign also highlights the growing role of 

brands in addressing social issues, though questions regarding authenticity and commercial motivation 

remain important. Finally, digital and social media platforms significantly enhanced the campaign's reach, 

enabling widespread engagement and contributing to its social impact. 

However, it may fall flat for audiences unfamiliar with satire or uneducated in such unconventional means 

of delivering a strong message. The ad could, however, be reimagined to include positive alternatives – 
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showing men equally involved in domestic work or depicting shared parenting – to promote healthier 

norms, rather than relying only on parody. Or actually including men in advertisements loosely based on 

the mentioned themes in real time, but that will take some time and reflection on the part of society at 

large. One more plain and simple alternative can be to just not objectify women in the first place, and 

instead of the presence of needless femininity in such product advertisements, actually highlighting the 

benefits and features of said products. Beyond advertising critique, campaigns such as #HERespect 

demonstrate how commercial media can function as a site of social intervention. By destabilizing 

normalized stereotypes through humour and satire, such advertisements possess the potential not merely 

to reflect cultural values but to actively renegotiate them. 

Still, it succeeds in making us laugh and then question why we’re laughing in the first place. And that’s 

the first step toward attitude change. 
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