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Abstract:

One of the roles advertising plays in society is mirroring the sociocultural values and norms of the
people; it blends the target audience’s cultural practice with the features of a product. This appeal
is based on findings from sociologists that people held their culture dearly and would patronize
any product which aligns with their cultural identity and norms. Modern-day Nigerian
advertising scene has witnessed many advertisements which have explored our cultural norms to
the pleasure of many, however, recent advertisement copies have attracted criticisms and backlash
after featuring some cultural practices in the line of gender portrayal. The telecommunication
advertisement of MTN titled ‘Mama na Boy” was not only met with heavy criticism but was
instantly ordered to be scrapped by the Advertising Practitioner Council of Nigeria. Following the
backlash by local Women's rights activists, the advertisement became a topical and controversial
issue in Nigeria. Scholars, observers, and human rights movements all debated the issue and its
implications on our society. What many did not consider is if the advertisement violated our
indigenous norms of gender roles and cultural practices. This study observed that public discourse
largely influences ethical issues and takes precedence over professional considerations. In our
contemporary society, where consumers/audiences have taken to more active role in media content,
it has become an enormous task for ARCON to professionally requlate the content of advertising
copies since public criticisms are often done out of sentiment. The concern of this study is asking if
ARCON will be allowed to do its job without being affected by public sentiment. The public
rhetorics may sound fair and ideal but they often fail to see facts as they were. The recent Olympic
games in Asia have revealed that gender inequality is not a man-made issue but a biological
phenomenon. A male athlete at the 2019 Olympic games who overran the female racer on the track
has also sparked criticism by the general public, but this time it wasn’t an advert portrayal but a
real-life scenario. This study engages in critical discourse upon this background, using the
Benevolent Sexism and Perception theories as a backdrop.

Keywords:
Backlash, culture, criticism, regulations, sentiment, activism

I. Introduction

One of the roles advertising plays in society is mirroring the sociocultural values and
norms of the people, it blends the target audience’s cultural practice with features of a product.
This appeal is based on findings from sociologists of what people dearly held as their culture and
would patronize any product which aligns with their cultural identity and norms. The modern-
day Nigerian advertising scene has witnessed many advertisements which have explored our
cultural norms to the pleasure of many, however, recent advertisement copies have attracted
criticisms and backlash after featuring some cultural practices in the line of gender portrayal. The
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telecommunication advertisement of MTN titled ‘Mama na Boy” was not only met with heavy
criticism but was instantly ordered to be scrapped by the Advertising Practitioner Council of
Nigeria. Following the backlash by local Women's rights activists, the advertisement became a
topical and controversial issue in Nigeria. Scholars, observers, and human rights movements all
debated the issue and its implications on our society. What many did not consider is whether the
advertisement violated our indigenous norms of gender roles and cultural practices. This study
observed that public discourse largely influences ethical issues and take precedence over
professional considerations.

In our contemporary society, where consumers/audiences have taken to more active role
in media content, it has become a massive task for APCON (now renamed Advertising
Regulatory Council of Nigeria- ARCON) to professionally regulate the content of advertising
copies since public criticisms are often done out of sentiment. With this trend of castigating
advertisements even without examining the cultural background of the storyline, will APCON be
allowed to do its job without being affected by public sentiment? The public rhetorics may
sound fair and ideal but they often fail to see facts as they were (Kendall, 2024; Vanhuele, 2024).
Are public outcry always right, and are issues argued against in the public platform always right
from the masses' viewpoint? Would the general public seek informed opinions from authorities
on matters before taking to mass protest? Through logical reasoning and research, Couture and
Owen (2025) observed and proved that mass sentiment could be propelled by a few opinion
leaders or influencers who have personal opinions about public affairs (for example, step-flow
theory, Baran 2012: 355) and such personal opinion may be from a biased or extreme point of
view.

That a group of people protest or cry foul does not mean they are right; facts discovered
by experts may prove the protesters are wrong in their cause. For example, the recent Olympic
games in Asia have revealed that gender inequality is not a man-made issue but a biological
phenomenon. A male athlete at the 2019 Olympic games who overran the female racer on the
track has also sparked criticism by the general public, but this time it wasn’t an advert portrayal
but a real-life scenario (Sanchez, 2019; Nelson, 2024; Whisenant, Pedersen & Obenour, 2002; ).
Upon this background this study engages in critical discourse to examine the sociocultural
practice in our society, as against advertising ethical practice.

I1. Review of Literatures

Advertising may have faced a barrage of criticism from both scholars and practitioners,
but one important element they cannot deny is the fact that products and services that embark
on advertisement are more successful in the market. This is because advertising creates a lot of
awareness and grabs attention (Parameswaran, 2025; Callihan, 2022). Bardi (2011:71) wrote that
advertising is pervasive and encourages consumers to patronize a product while telling them the
reason why they should do so. Reuben-Oke (2013:96) believes that advertising concerns all the
ideas, processes, methods or ways someone can make known to somebody the presence of a
product or service which has a sales value. He added that advertising touches on society as an
instrument of social marketing and social interaction. It is the view of Martin, Schwarz and
Turner (2024) that, being an offshoot of social, economic and commercial development of
society, advertising followed the expansion in population and the industrial revolution which led
to urban societies. Mass production and mass consumption in urban societies were only made
easy through advertising. Though advertising in crude forms was practised thousands of years
ago in different civilizations, advertising was a major industry that emerged in the 20" century,
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shortly after the Industrial Revolution. Today, the industry employs hundreds of thousands of
people and influences billions of people's behaviour and buying habits (Robbs, 2099).

Advertising is so pervasive in our modern world (especially in urban cities) that an
average person may encounter five hundred to one thousand advertisements in a single day
(Arens, 2013). Advertisements are widely used to promote products, services, causes, parties,
ideologies, ideals etc., through media like television, radio, newspaper magazines, billboards,
posters, souvenirs, the internet, and transit media. Through, television (terrestrial and cable TV),
movies, video games, cinemas and the Internet, advertising cut through distance barriers and has
increasingly become an international industry. Roberts (2016) explains that advertising has
transcended into a multi-billion naira industry contributing to governments' revenues worldwide.
Aside from being a money-spinning, advertising has an important effect on a country’s economy,
as well as on the social, cultural, and political systems (Vitalis et al., 2022). It positively impacts
the economy because it stimulates demand for products and services, strengthening the economy
by promoting the sale of services and goods. It has been revealed that the increase in sales
volume enables companies to produce individual units at lower costs and sell them at lower
prices (Yadav, 2020).

Scholars believe that advertising has a significant social impact by helping sustain mass
communications media and making them relatively inexpensive, if not free, to the public
(Iwasaki, Kudo, Tremblay & Tremblay, 2008; Robbs, 2009; Madpenguine, 2025). Though
Nigerian media houses may not want to disclose what they earn from political institutions
(parties, candidates, electoral commissions), it is glaring that they make massive profits from the
industry and that advertising is a major component of the political process. Huge campaign
budgets are being made by politicians in the course of their electioneering process to reach their
target audiences (the electorates/constituents members). There is no doubt that political
advertising enables candidates to convey their positions on important issues and to acquaint
voters with their accomplishments and personalities (Kamisar, 2024; Vandewalker, Petry, Glavin
& Buckley, 2025; Bustilo, 2023; Wright, 2023). Today, many advertising overrides cultural
differences and contribute to positive thinking.

However, scholars and concerned groups have expressed worry that advertising can have
a harmful influence on culture and cultural values. Considering the economic harm that can be
done to developing nations by advertising that fosters consumerism and destructive patterns of
consumption. The ripple effect is also causing harm or cultural injury to these nations and their
peoples by advertising content and methods, reflecting those prevalent in the first world, are at
war with sound traditional values in indigenous cultures (Maikaba & Msughter, 2019;
Retailing.Education, 2024; Torres, 2020; Stafford & Pounders, 2021). Today this kind of
domination and manipulation via media rightly is a concern of developing nations in relation to
developed ones. The indirect but powerful influence exerted by advertising upon the media of
social communications that depend on revenues from this source points to another sort of
cultural concern (Kurfi et al, 2023). In the competition to attract ever larger audiences and
deliver them to advertisers, communicators can find themselves tempted, in fact, pressured,
subtly or not so subtly, to set aside high artistic and moral standards and lapse into superficiality,
flamboyance and moral squalor (Hasan, 2013 165).

Communicators also can find themselves tempted to ignore the educational and social
needs of specific segments of the audience, like young people, old people, the poor etc., who do
not match the demographic patterns (age, education, income, habits of buying and consuming,
etc.) of the kinds of audiences advertisers want to reach (Stafford & Pounders, 2021). In this
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way, the tone and, indeed, the level of moral responsibility of the communications media in
general are lowered. All too often, advertising contributes to the unfair stereotyping of particular
groups that places them at a disadvantage in relation to others. This often is true of the way
advertising treats women; and the exploitation of women, both in and by advertising, is a
frequent, deplorable abuse. How often are they treated not as persons with inviolable dignity but
as objects whose purpose is to satisfy others' appetite for pleasure or for power? How often is
the woman's role as wife and mother undervalued or even ridiculed (Foley & Pastore, as cited by
Hasan, 2013 :)?

ITI1. Results and Discussion

3.1 Are Ethical Issues in Advertising about Truth or Motivated by Sentiment?

Victoria Bailey (2018) stated in her article that Truth in advertising can sometimes seem
like an oxymoron. Companies want to convince consumers to buy their products, which
naturally makes them reluctant to reveal any negative aspects of their brands. The Federal Trade
Commission (the United States FT'C) requires that all advertising be truthful and not misleading.
Yet, companies have unethically skirted around the truth in the past with many products such as
tobacco products, alcohol and over-the-counter drugs. While companies follow the letter of the
law in most cases, some brands still use questionable ethics and skip major issues by emphasizing
specific facts about their products while downplaying others. Although marketing to a select
niche can be helpful for companies, sometimes marketing communication can come across as
stereotypical and even offensive. Examples of this range from sexism to racism and can often
trigger a backlash from a company's target market. Sexual advertising is often seen as distasteful
to women and demeaning to young women's self-esteem (Hoey, 2018; Gender. study, 2024).
Stereotyping in marketing can leave people feeling insecure about themselves or a specific
classification or minority group with which they are labelled.

Ahmed (2018) wrote that Ethical advertising focuses on the truth. The FTC (the United
States Federal Trade Commission) enforces truth-in-advertising laws, which dictate that
advertisements must be truthful and not misleading, and cannot be unfair. Our own APCON
also promotes this concept of truth as it relates to our business world. This applies to any
advertisement regardless of where it appears, be it television, radio, print, online, billboard or
other locations. But then, how do we conclude on matters of truth? As we learn from
philosophy, truth is relative,e and it is a concept with variant interpretations (Philodive, 2023;
Raatikainen, 2021; Msughter et al., 2021). We have seen over the years how people and groups
argue over what is true about a particular idea, principle, and action. Though popular views may
become dominant in some spheres or among some circuses, it doesn’t mean it should be the
same for everyone. For example, there have been two schools of thought on marketing and
profit-making — the ethicists and the egoists. These two sides are neither right nor wrong, it
depends on the viewpoint of people on a particular matter.

‘Ethicists’ (are the scholars arguing that better moral outcomes can be reached via ‘the
embodiment of the maxims of moral philosophy within management theory’.)

Versus
‘Bgoists’ (those who profess Adam Smith’s view that the pursuit of different forms of ‘self-

interest’ will eventually lean towards the best, or least worst, of moral consequences in economic
situations.)
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These schools of thought cited above are neither wrong nor right, from an ethical point
of view, the effect is what matters. When Nigerian women's rights activists took to the streets to
protest against the MTN 2003 advertisement populatly known as ‘mama na boy’, it wasn’t about
the false presentation of fact but clearly a sentiment-motivated reaction. When viewed critically,
the narrative of the advertisement in question did not make a direct comparison with any gender,
it celebrated a child with regard to most cultural practices in southeast, south-south and other
parts of Nigeria. Sentiment is often triggered and fueled by emotion. When critically considered,
emotion has a cultural element. A common definition given from a professional point of view
reads that; emotion is a state of arousal involving facial and bodily changes, brain activation,
cognitive appraisals, subjective feelings, and tendencies toward action, all shaped by cultural rules
(Wade & Tarvris, 2006: 286). It is glaring that our cultural norms and values have given way to
foreign cultures. These symptoms of cultural imperialism are blindly and wrongly copied by our
self-styled feminists. They turned against our practices and judged our ways with Western values.
The advertisement, which attracted backlash from our own people, has in no way violated the
apcon ethical guidelines, but the critics hide under Western-style feminism without fully grasping
the message of the advert.

.

Figure 1. The criticized MTN commercial ‘Mama na boy’, was it ethically or culturally wrong?

Even in 2019 some Nigerians still took to online media to argue the sensitivity of the
advertisement. The argument online is somewhat balanced, compared to the one-sided fierce
argument made by the right activists. After a critical review of the ad, some have come to face
the fact that the narrative wasn’t exactly the way right activists portrayed it. Emotional reactions
cluttered the facts from people. The demonstration of subjective feelings by the critics focused
people’s attention on irrelevant things, they overlooked the ethical codes (which were not
violated in the advert) by directing people’s minds to mundane arguments. However, some
individuals disapprove of the popular notion that advertisers rely on stereotypes because it’s
easier for them. A social influencer and columnist Angela Epstein sees stereotype issues as
people becoming overly sensitive. She believes that people’s attention should be channelled on
more critical issues like domestic violence. Sexual harassment and other burning issues. Some
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significant questions we must find answers to include; will the critics of advertising always have
their way? Are they always right in the first place?

3.2 Theoretical Underpinnings

This study is hinged on two theories: Benevolent Sexism and Perception. These two
sociological paradigms attempt to explain how people perceive and respond to women's issues in
society. We hereby examine them in relation to our discourse.

a. Benevolent Sexism

Though Benevolent Sexism is not a recognised theory in the field of mass
communication, the theory directs us to the root cause of how sexism operates. Benevolent
sexism theory is a sociological paradigm and has explanatory power, as we shall see here. Joseph
Healey (2006:99), in his attempt to relate prejudice with sexism, examined the two concepts from
a scholarly point of view. Healey identified two kinds of sexism, Hostile Sexism (HS) and
Benevolent Sexism (BS). He explained that Hostile Sexism is more like anti-minority group
prejudice and incorporates negative attitudes and emotions about women. The implication of
this is that a person who ranks high on HS maintains negative stereotypes (i.e. women might be
seen as incompetent, inferior, or “flighty’) and negative emotions (contempt and disdain, for
example).

On the other hand, Healey explains that Benevolent Sexism (BS) is in contrast to HS — as
it might be expressed as an apparently positive attitude of protection and affection. It is given
that a person who ranks high on BS might see women as “wonderful”, and “pure creatures” who
are to be placed on pedestals and protected (Glick et al, 2000 as cited by Healey, 2006:99).
Healey concluded that like racial and prejudice, both HS and BS promote stereotypical views of
women and serve to justify and rationalize their lower status. What can be deduced from this
submission is that the Nigerian groups who publicly criticized the MTN infamous advertisement
‘Mama na boy’ and the critics of the recent Olympics athletes are as well sexists as the group they
criticized. Sexism/gender equality proponents are sexist but would not admit or fail to realise it
because they are too emotional to consider every side of the argument.

b. Perception Theory

This theory was propounded by B. Berelson and G.A Steine in 1964. They state that
perception is the complex process by which people select, organize and interpret sensory
stimulation into a meaningful and coherent world picture. It involves updating, perspective and
interacting with the observed. Hasan (2013:166) explains that perception also implies the
tendencies of media audience members to perceive and misinterpret persuasive messages in
accordance with their predispositions. In her effort to explain the cognitive theories of selective
perception and selective retention, she cited Joseph Klapper, who clarified that retention occurs
when a person who has been exposed to a communication a few minutes before, presents a
distorted or incomplete report of its contents. One fact deduced from the protesters against the
unpopular MTN advert is that most of them only concluded from the advert narrative, they
deduced from their past experiences that the storyline regarded the female child as less
important. Whereas in the narrative or storyline, nothing of such was directly or indirectly,
suggested, neither does it insinuate anything like that. The advertisement explored the cultural
appeal of the people, as we shall see from the analysis hereunder.
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3.3 Gender Issues; Natural or Man-Made?

While the debate for women's equality is gaining ground in all spheres of life, humanity
seems to be losing touch with reality. At the mention of women as being weaker sex or playing a
subordinate role to their male counterparts, liberalists flair up and cry male chauvinism and
sexism! It is no longer safe to utter comments about a woman is unable to do something like her
male counterpart (Stoeffel, 2014; Herre, 2024; Lederer, 2025; Ullen, 2024). Movies, programmes
and advertisements are heavily criticized and forced to be banned whenever words or gestures
imply a physical or mental weakness of a woman. People could boycott a product whenever
women-related issues come up in media advertising. In recent times, we have seen bans on
adverts, which some people consider harmful gender stereotypes. These adverts may be
offensive and may cause serious widespread offences in society. Things get intense on the
advertising scene to the point the United Kingdom regulatory body, Advertising Standard
Authority (ASA) made new rules sometime this year (June 2019) to review gender stereotyping in
adverts (www.bbc.com, 2019). The ASA believes that some advert portrayals could play a part in
limiting people's potential. According to the chief executive of the body, Guy Parker, evidence
shows how harmful gender stereotypes in ads can contribute to inequality in society.

One could not but worry why some of these issues are being overly blown up. Over the
years, we have seen advertisements that portray men and women in different habits, professions,
rules, and dressings, and they are all considered normal. The advertising practitioners and
agencies are also humans who live with the larger society (Mosopefoluwa et al., 2024). They
carefully researched their product and target audience before planning ad messages and
campaigns. Most campaign messages were drawn from findings about their target audience for
instance, it was discovered that children could compel or influence their parents to buy certain
products, so some adverts are designed and targeted at children by appealing to their senses.
While this is not bad, critics have raised concerns. Gender issues in advertising are more debated
than other concerns  especially when it involves women's physical or mental qualities. This will
take us to reviewing sex and gender issues and how they affect advertising.

3.4 Gender and Sex; A Biological Phenomenon Viewed Socially

While gender and sex are two different concepts, people often treat both carelessly. This
lack of insight into the two concepts is a significant contribution to social issues. Gender and sex
issues have always been blown out of proportion whenever there is an event pertaining to a
woman. It is quite true that women have suffered discrimination of all kinds and people are
joining forces to change the wrong perception about them. But the struggle and fight for
women's equality often take a one-sided, unteasonable, or extreme view. Such misconceptions
are embedded in peoples’ inability to properly examine issues before reacting. Social issues which
are often taken at face value, frequently end in unhealthy and fierce arguments which cause
damage to some sides. Psychologists and sociologists have clearly proven that gender and sex are
two misunderstood concepts, but people are not paying attention (Newman, 2023; Pichardo,
2023’ Clements, 2023).

Advertising, being a profession which applies principles and findings of social science
courses like sociology and psychology, engages in field study before and during creating ad
copies. Professionals painstakingly took time and spent resources to research a product's DNA
and find out the qualities of the target groups in order to create effective messages that would
appeal to them. The appeal used in advertising copies is generated from the attribute of the
people the message is targeted at. If a message depicts a woman doing home chores, it means
women in that region regularly engage in home chores, it’s not what the advertiser felt but what
they observed about the sociocultural practices of the target audience. The media reinforcement
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theory made it clear that the mass media only reinforces what the people have seen and know
(Msughter et al., 2023). The reinforcement theory's key assertion is that the primary influence of
media is to reinforce (not change) existing attitudes and behaviours (Baran and Davis, 2012: 192-

193).

From a close view of the gender debate, it is clear these are all human constructs
misunderstood and wrongly applied by many people. The laymen often use terms and words
carelessly, not minding the implications of what they say or do. Wrongly applied terminologies
will always result in serious issues among people in society. Gender and sex are two terms which
have often triggered arguments and caused damage. According to scholars, these terms mean
different things. Macionis (2005:223) wrote that differences in the body set females and males
apart. Right from birth, the two sexes have different primary sex characteristics, namely, the
genitals, and organs used for reproduction. Science has proved that the human gene (gene- the
functional unit of heredity; they are composed of DNA and specify the structure of proteins,
Wade & Tavris 2006:70), makes up human traits. Rathus (1998: 70) assert that the father’s
genetic contribution, not the mother’s, determines the sex of the offspring. Sex is purely a
biological process, and no amount of protest will change this natural phenomenon.

Since people cannot dispute biological phenomena like this, they probe gender to make
issues out of it. Macionis (2005:223) describes gender as a dimension of culture that refers to the
personal traits and patterns of behaviour (including social opportunities and privileges) that a
culture attaches to being female or male. In an attempt to distinguish the two, Macionis wrote
that sex is a biological distinction that develops prior to birth and that gender is the meaning that
society attaches to being female or male. Both psychologists and sociologists agree that there are
some physical and cognitive differences between males and females. There are areas the women
outperform their male counterparts and vice versa. The physical and mental qualities of both
sexes are mutually exclusive, they complement each other. There are situations where men and
women have exhibited selfish and evil acts. If our local feminist groups are still worried about
their place in society, it shows they lack touch with reality because things have reasonably
changed for women. In today’s world, women perform professional jobs like men, they are
acquiring more education than men and are having the upper hand. Taking gender issues from
an uninformed point of view is causing more harm and pulling us back in society. People in our
society must try to control their emotions, especially about gender issues. Psychologists have
proved that emotion could have disorganized and disruptive influences on human behaviour
(Wade & Tarvris, 2006:286). Finding details about things in any issue could save us from
disruptive influences.

IV. Conclusion

One thing certain in this profession is that it is very unlikely for advertisers to contravene
the ethical guidelines of the field. This is due to the fact that the regulatory body Advertising
Practitioner Council of Nigeria, APCON (Advertising Regulatory Council of Nigeria, ARCON)
are always on the vanguard to ensure strict compliance with the dictates of the profession.
Besides, most professionals in the field know about the job or have a fair understanding of what
the job demands. Our concern now is on the part of the general public, who have little
knowledge about things in the society. Many will cry foul and criticize advertisements because
they feel offended even when the ad has not violated the law nor broken ethical principles,
which must be checked.

Should we abandon our way of life now because people, especially outsiders, feel it’s not
right? That is a question we must try to answer. When can we safely look into our cultural
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practice and design ad message in that line and not face a backlash? If we continue to be
criticized and condemned for using a cultural appeal because it appears offensive to some
minority but influential groups, are we not losing original creative ideas in the local industry? In
order to check undue criticism and foil fake concerns, we would like to submit that APCON and
other concerned bodies create a public forum to debate and enlighten the public whenever
burning issues in advertisement arise, this public forum will not act as a legal body nor make
decision on such matters but present an avenue for both sides to present their case before the
public forum. With the way criticism is going in our society, there is a dire need for the creation
of a public enlightenment forum, especially in this digital age where sentiment flies like wildfire.
It doesn’t always have to be a case of allowing the protesting masses to have their way without a
proper understanding of the real issue. In the case of the infamous ‘Mama na boy’ commercial,
the undecided public ought to know what the advert says and what it never said. In a public
enlightenment forum, people will have a critical understanding of that message as it never
insulted any gender neither was there any insinuation to the girl child. What the advertiser did
was a reinforcement of tradition, they weren’t the originator of the tradition.

Today online forums like pulse.ng and Nairaland share people’s opinions on the advert
six years later. There were balanced and objective views on the issue of gender preference. Some
of the contributors, including women, agreed that the 2003 MTN ad wasn’t a flawed concept
(www.nairaland.com, 2019). Such forums, if supported by apcon to give views and experts’
analysis, will solve many hasty criticisms.

Another point to make the public understand is that not every concept or idea debated is
necessarily wrong because people are passionate about it. Protesters and complainers may be
doing the wrong thing and yet appear right. Take, for example, the popular ‘minority’ concept
always attracts sympathy and blind support, but sociologists have proven that minority groups
are not necessarily in a disadvantaged position. There are cases of minority groups being the
powerful and controlling group, for example, in South Africa, the white minority group are the
powerful who control the economy and influence the system (Healey, 2006). In similitude,
people must be made to understand that sex and gender issues are not to be adjudged in haste to
conclude or conclude on matters. Gender issues are to be critically examined by experts before
the public. Public forum discussion where authorities and experienced people take critical views
on matters is important to save our profession form blind sentiment.
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