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I. Executive summary letter 
 

This paper analyzes the male grooming brand, Axe, from 2007-16 and its 

evolution from releasing hyper- sexualized, homogenous, stereotypical, and sexist 

advertising spots to transforming their advertising campaigns to include more 

empowering messages.  

According to Paloma Aleman, “Although males of varying ages use Axe, Axe’s 

target audience, according to brand development director Mike Dwyer, is men ages 18-

24… it appears that Axe is targeting a more particular group. Specifically, Axe’s target 

audience is straight white [between] 18-24. We can see this because people of color are 

not featured or prominent in the ads, and the men only want women for this set of 

advertisements” (Aleman). Although Axe is not the only brand to release hyper-

provocative and sexualized ads, our research shows Axe’s strategic advertising 

approach resulted in harm to their target audience. It is important to examine the 

brand’s communication efforts in response to the negative backlash, and ultimately 

determine the ethical principles applied throughout their campaign rollout.  

II. An overview of the company 
 
“Axe has become one of the world’s most popular male grooming brands, by being a 

guy’s best first move. Cool, adventurous and never dull, Axe is designed to keep guys a 

step ahead in the dating game” (Unilever). The Axe brand is an extension of the Unilever 

portfolio of over 400 brands “focused on health and wellbeing” (Unilever). Axe entered the 

United States market in 2002 (Unilever). Since its American debut, the company 

continues making loud and bold advertising campaigns that traditionally involve sexual 

imagery — and sometimes — sexist narratives. According to the brand’s website, 
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“Unilever’s research and development teams work with a panel of ‘expert noses’ to create 

Axe products, and come up with fragrances that help men smell and feel their best. But 

the scents aren’t just developed in the lab. Every aroma is tested on the target audience – 

real women. Every year, a new Axe deodorant fragrance is launched, combining seductive 

scents with the latest technology…” (Unilever).  

III. An overview of their communication efforts: 
  

Throughout the brand’s advertising release, they reluctantly engaged external 

stakeholders. As the media continued to scrutinize and question their advertising ethics, 

Axe was forced to respond. The media placed a spotlight on the drastic advertising 

differences between Axe and their sister brand—Dove. Unilever spokesperson 

responds to the hypocrisy in a statement to Adweek,  

“Unilever is a large, global company with many brands in its portfolio. 
Each brand's efforts are tailored to reflect the unique interests and needs 
of its audience. The Dove brand is dedicated to making more women feel 
beautiful every day by widening today's stereotypical view of beauty and 
inspiring women to take great care of themselves. As part of this 
commitment, the brand created the Dove Self-Esteem Fund to educate 
and inspire girls on a wider definition of beauty. The Axe campaign is a 
spoof, of 'the mating game' and men's desire to get noticed by women and 
not meant to be taken literally" (Adweek).  

 
Axe continued to communicate with their external stakeholders in ongoing 

canned media statements emphasizing that their advertisements should not be taken 

literally. Media relations contacts are listed on the company website to help filter media 

request and inquiries.  

 

 

 

 



4	  
	  

IV. Situation Analysis 

A. Media Coverage Summary 
 

With Axe’s entry into the American market, it made a point to differentiate its brand by 

taking risks with bold, unapologetic and sexually-motivated marketing that intended to tap into 

its target demographic’s psyche. And this strategy worked.  

  “Axe is a $2.5 billion global brand with relentless growth (retail 
sales rose 13.6% from 2010 to 2011). Its success is largely the 
result of a sophisticated, cutting-edge marketing machine that 
constantly monitors youth culture's subtle shifts so as to stay hot 
on the hormone trail. The Unilever product came to dominate the 
now $5 billion U.S. men's body-spray market in 2007, only five 
years after entering it“ (Fast Company, 2012). 

 
As early as 2007, critics began questioning Unilever’s marketing motives as the 

company had two distinct brands that capitalized on women’s (and men’s) infatuation with 

beauty — but leverage different approaches. Dove’s “Campaign for Real Beauty” helped to 

promote positive self-esteem and tried to align natural beauty with the brand’s intention for its 

users. In a 2012 study, professors found “an increase in consumer complaints about the Dove-

manufacturer’s tacit support of Axe...Consumes who do not actively seek to learn about the 

connection do not know about it” (US News). And frankly, this concern regarding the hypocrisy 

of the Unilever parent company is of much less prominence compared to the criticism of general 

sexism that Axe continues to endure from online publications.  

   The brunt of the criticism that Axe received from 2011 through 2014 revolves around 

the sexist messaging that continues to be reductive in nature for women with the intentions of 

attracting young men to the boys’ club that Axe brand has become. The brand has become so 

synonymous with misogyny that a journalist brazenly called the brand “the cheap toiletry 

equivalent of the He-Man Woman Haters Club” (Jezebel). 

   The central themes of similar criticisms revolve around few keywords such as “alienating,” 

“poor taste,” “undermining,” “insulting,” and “degrading.” In 2013, Axe launched the “Girls are 
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Getting Hotter“ campaign that generated much controversy due to its blatant suggestion that 

“women’s increasing hotness is a danger to men... And while this commercial may have been 

intended to be lighthearted, some feel that its implications are anything but” (Huffington Post).  

 Other publications described the TV commercial’s message as victim-blaming and 

misrepresentative of the realities between the two sexes. 

“These ridiculous ad shifts blame for men’s poor behavior onto 
women, which is completely absurd and insulting to all females — not to 
mention directly perpetuates the idea that women’s appearances are 
somehow justification for men being “unable to control themselves.” 
With all the victim-blaming out there, this is a terrible thing to continue 
insinuating” (The Gloss).  

 
While general disgust, criticism and calls for boycotting the Axe brand have been prevalent for 

several years, the brand hasn’t directly responded to critics, but rather, appears only to 

communicate through new marketing and new products.  

B. Analysis of Expert Sources 

From Adweek and Creativity-Online, there is a wide discrepancy that shows the growth 

of the Axe marketing voice. These industry publications have followed the Axe brand and have 

always been objective in bringing up the controversy that much of its past advertising often 

brings. While Adweek aimed to raise questions as to why Unilever has been so inconsistent with 

the management of the Dove and Axe brands, Creativity-Online captured the brand’s more 

mature phase in 2016.  

The article opens up:  “It's the end of an era: Unilever's Axe has finally moved on from its 

"babe-magnet" advertising message and launched a global spot that's not about attracting 

women at all” (Creativity-Online). While acknowledging that it’s a step in the right direction for 

Axe, the author also points out that it may be difficult for the brand’s future. “The brand will have 

to work hard to retain [its distinctive personality] in this more enlightened era.” 

 
 
 



6	  
	  

C. Stakeholder Analysis 

Our analysis examines three major stakeholders— the LGBTQ community, young 

children and all women. While the intended target market for Axe is 18-24-year-olds, it’s clear 

that the effect of Axe’s advertising reaches far beyond those boundaries. Children in grade 

school are also susceptible to seeing the imagery in Axe’s TV spots and these images help 

shape the developing mind of an adolescent.  

 Boys are internalizing these messages, and their behavior can be influenced from what 

they interpret on the TV screen. As it is safe to assume Axe is aware of this responsibility. The 

brand capitalizes off of selling sexy images to young, vulnerable and developing segments of 

the population. Likewise, girls under the age of 18 are also viewing these advertisements and 

likely changing their behavior due to Axe’s marketing.  

 "The young girls who are seeing this, they won't get any of the satire or see it as a spoof. 

I think what they'll see are young women degrading themselves in these ads," said the 

associate director of the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood (Adweek). 

 Furthermore, the LGBTQ community is not represented in Axe’s marketing 

communication until 2016. While Axe has had a steady path of marketing maturation, their 

attempt at becoming a more accepting brand has garnered significant earned coverage and 

likely awoken a formerly neglected consumer base.  

 Lastly, women are forced to face conflicting messages from both of Unilever’s brands. 

Their self-esteem, self-worth, perceived personal value and much more are affected when one 

considers the impact of positive or negative imagery on the TV screen. Additionally, the humor 

at the woman’s expense may not be that good of a business decision, either.  

“Although we know that Axe is targeting a certain audience, this stereotypical and 

potentially offensive humor excludes a larger audience that they could be potentially be 

reaching,” (Media Literacy Project). 
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V. Targeted Communication Audit 
 

What’s unique about this case is Axe’s lack of communication. The brand refrained from 

apologizing or even addressing any criticism. Only a few online pieces were able to be retrieved 

in which a spokesperson offered a statement — and of those statements, they were on behalf of 

Unilever, not the Axe brand.  

When confronted with the opposite messages that Dove and Axe bring under the 

Unilever umbrella, only then could one get an idea of how dismissive the Axe brand is. The 

statement with the most impact was from a Unilever spokesperson, who stated that "each brand 

effort is tailored to reflect the unique interests and needs of its audience” (LA Times).  

Wanting to limit the conversation and advocate for separate ethical standards, the 

spokesperson, in 2007 painted the picture of a brand that did not want to address its criticisms, 

but rather steer the conversations elsewhere. 

The Axe campaign is a spoof, of 'the mating game' and men's desire to get noticed by 

women and not meant to be taken literally." 

    
VI. Ethical Audit 
       
A. Professional Values 
        

From the PRSA code of ethics, the Advocacy section heavily pertains to Axe’s 

relationship with its critics. “We serve the public interest by acting as responsible advocates for 

those we represent…”  

This sentiment, as Axe is likely aware of its marketing relevancy to teenagers, 

encompasses the power and ethical direction that Axe should embark on when it produces 

advertising material. While it’s their responsibility to sell male grooming products, there’s also 

the ethical responsibility to protect vulnerable populations and to not inspire poor, sexist 

behavior. 

 



8	  
	  

B. Prima Facie Duties 
 

From the Potter Box readings, we believe that two prima facie duties best aligned with 

this case. First, the duty of nonmaleficence deals with the protection of others and preventing 

harm from any of Axe’s stakeholders.  

This obligation assumes responsibility for the wellbeing of others and intends to 

circumvent any preventable injury or psychological harm. With that said, Axe (up until 2014) 

continues to dodge the responsibility of creating marketing material that is suitable and non-

harmful to any segment of the population. 

Secondly, the duty of self-improvement. The brand’s products are "designed to keep 

guys a step ahead in the dating game" (Unilever). The goal is to help men see a better version 

of themselves. However, the advertisements illustrate this messaging in a shallow and 

insensitive way. Therefore, the brand launched their new advertisement campaign in 2016 “Find 

Your Magic. This fresh approach revolutionized the brand — because the motives fueled 

personal wishes and not common ones.           

 
VII. Conclusions 
    

It is apparent that the Axe brand has not been clear on the values that guide their 

communications with the media. On the Unilever website, their values state “committed to 

winning with integrity” which it lists in broad terms and vague lingo. Despite their values page 

that loquaciously details their moral standards and commitments to excellence, it’s evident that 

this only goes so far in how their brands run.  

For Axe, our research and analysis conclude that the brand is not emotionally, socially or 

financially concerned about the impact that their branding has on the country’s youth. While 

there has been a shift in dialogue surrounding the brand due to its new and improved marketing 

perspective, no formal statements have addressed the brand’s past missteps and the future 

steps it may take to rectify its societal ills.  
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Perhaps, the PR intention is to limit exposure by not addressing these concerns and to 

move in silence. Although the work should speak for itself, it is still important for a brand to 

communicate to the consumers it has harmed with clear intentions and actionable next steps. 

           
VIII. Recommendations (universalize):       
 

Between 2007 and 2016, Axe has made significant strides in the right direction in revising 

their brand image. They have evolved from misogynistic and insensitive to mature and tastefully 

sexy ads—all while maintaining their brand’s original voice. Below are recommendations we 

encourage the brand to consider moving forward;  

 
• Continue to create media collateral and advertising that promotes individuality and 

diversity.  

• Engage external stakeholders (e.g. millennial males, media, women, LGBTQ) more 

directly and consistently, through ongoing dialogue on and offline. 

• Leverage platform to responsibly reach target audience.  
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