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Abstract
This study critically examines the representation and diversity in Indian fashion advertising,
exploring how cultural, social, and economic factors influence the portrayal of diverse groups
in fashion advertisements. Despite India's diverse population, fashion advertising has
historically been criticized for perpetuating narrow beauty standards, marginalizing certain
communities, and reinforcing social hierarchies. This research investigates the extent to which
Indian fashion advertising reflects and challenges traditional cultural and social norms,
focusing on representation across factors such as skin tone, body type, age, ability, caste, and
ethnicity. A content analysis of 300 fashion advertisements from leading Indian fashion brands
and magazines reveals a persistent lack of diversity, with underrepresentation of darker-skinned
individuals, older adults, and individuals with disabilities. Furthermore, the study finds that
advertisements often reinforce harmful beauty standards, perpetuating colorism and ableism.
However, the research also identifies emerging trends towards greater inclusivity, particularly
in digital advertising, where brands are increasingly featuring diverse models and celebrating
individuality. The findings highlight the need for increased representation, diversity, and
inclusivity in Indian fashion advertising, emphasizing the importance of challenging dominant
beauty norms and promoting social change. This study contributes to ongoing conversations
about diversity, representation, and social justice in the fashion industry, offering implications
for advertisers, policymakers, and consumers seeking to promote greater inclusivity in Indian
fashion.
Introduction
The Indian fashion industry has experienced unprecedented growth in recent years, emerging
as a significant player in the global fashion market. However, beneath the glamour and glitz of
fashion lies a complex web of social, cultural, and economic dynamics that shape the
representation of diverse groups in fashion advertising. Historically, Indian fashion advertising
has been criticized for perpetuating narrow beauty standards, marginalizing certain
communities, and reinforcing social hierarchies. The dominance of fair-skinned models, the
exclusion of individuals with disabilities, and the limited representation of diverse age groups,
ethnicities, and body types have contributed to a homogeneous and exclusive fashion
landscape. This lack of diversity not only reflects but also reinforces harmful social attitudes,
perpetuating colorism, ableism, ageism, and sizeism. As the fashion industry continues to shape
cultural norms and influence consumer behavior, it is essential to examine the representation
and diversity in Indian fashion advertising. This study aims to critically analyze the portrayal
of diverse groups in Indian fashion advertisements, exploring how cultural, social, and
economic factors influence representation and diversity. By investigating the extent to which
Indian fashion advertising reflects and challenges traditional cultural and social norms, this
research seeks to contribute to ongoing conversations about diversity, representation, and social
justice in the fashion industry.
Keywords: Indian fashion industry, representation, diversity, fashion advertising, social justice.
Significance of the Study
This study on representation and diversity in Indian fashion advertising holds profound
significance, contributing meaningfully to ongoing conversations about social justice, equality,
and inclusivity. By examining the representation of diverse groups in Indian fashion
advertising, this research addresses the scarcity of empirical studies on this critical issue,
providing valuable insights for future research and informing fashion brands and advertisers
about the importance of diversity and representation. The findings of this study have far-
reaching implications, influencing more inclusive marketing strategies, shaping cultural norms
and beauty standards, and promoting a more accepting and inclusive society. Furthermore, this
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research has practical applications in advertising, marketing, media, and fashion education,
while also informing policymakers and regulatory bodies about the need for guidelines
promoting diversity and inclusivity in advertising. Ultimately, this study aims to contribute to
a more inclusive and representative fashion industry, challenging dominant beauty norms and
promoting social change. The research implications are multifaceted, affecting fashion brands,
advertisers, marketing strategies, media representation, fashion education, and social justice
initiatives. By providing practical recommendations for fashion brands, advertisers, regulatory
bodies, and fashion educators, this study endeavors to inspire meaningful change and foster a

more diverse and inclusive Indian fashion industry.

Objectives

1. To analyze the representation of diverse groups (skin tone, body type, age, ability, caste,
ethnicity) in Indian fashion advertisements.

2. To investigate the extent to which Indian fashion advertising reflects and challenges
traditional cultural and social norms.

3. To identify emerging trends and patterns in diversity and representation in Indian fashion
advertising.

4. To examine the impact of digital advertising on diversity and representation in Indian
fashion.

5. To provide recommendations for fashion brands, advertisers, and policymakers to promote
greater diversity and inclusivity in Indian fashion advertising.

Review of Literature

Media representations play a critical role in shaping cultural norms and reinforcing social
hierarchies, as explored by scholars like Stuart Hall (1997). Hall's work on encoding and
decoding media messages highlights how media content is not a neutral reflection of reality
but a constructed representation that carries ideologies and power dynamics. Through selective
framing, the media presents certain identities, behaviors, and lifestyles as normative, while
marginalizing or stereotyping others. This selective portrayal solidifies existing social
hierarchies, such as those based on race, gender, class, and sexuality. For instance, mainstream
media often portrays white, heterosexual, and affluent individuals as the standard, positioning
them as more valuable or aspirational, while underrepresenting or misrepresenting minority
groups. This dynamic is reinforced through repetitive narratives, visual cues, and language that
normalize these power structures, making them appear natural or unchangeable. Scholars such
as bell hooks (1992) and Edward Said (1978) have further argued that these media
representations are not only a reflection of dominant ideologies but also serve to perpetuate
them by framing marginalized groups as “other.” This process works both to reinforce existing
cultural norms and to constrain the range of identities and behaviors that are seen as acceptable,
thus limiting the potential for social change. As media consumption increasingly occurs in a
globalized context, the dynamics of power, representation, and cultural hegemony are also
being challenged, with alternative narratives emerging through digital and social media
platforms. However, mainstream media continues to hold significant power in reinforcing
traditional social structures, making critical media literacy an essential tool in recognizing and
resisting these representations.

Studies have shown that fashion advertising plays a pivotal role in perpetuating narrow beauty
standards, often marginalizing certain communities and reinforcing societal biases. Kumar
(2019) highlights how the fashion industry, through its advertising campaigns, typically
promotes a limited and idealized version of beauty, often characterized by thinness, Eurocentric
features, and an emphasis on youthful appearances. These representations not only exclude
individuals who do not fit this ideal—such as people of diverse body types, ages, and racial
backgrounds—but also contribute to the reinforcement of harmful stereotypes about beauty
and desirability. This focus on a singular standard of beauty can lead to feelings of inadequacy
and exclusion among consumers who do not see themselves reflected in these images.
Moreover, fashion advertisements often fail to challenge racial, gender, or class-based
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hierarchies, instead reinforcing them by perpetuating an image of beauty that is closely linked
to privilege and access. Kumar (2019) also notes that, despite some progress in recent years
with campaigns promoting diversity and inclusivity, the dominant narratives in fashion
advertising still prioritize certain physical traits over others, thereby reinforcing existing social
hierarchies. As such, the pervasive influence of fashion advertising underscores the need for
more critical engagement with media and calls for a broader, more inclusive representation of

beauty that reflects the diversity of contemporary society.

Cultural norms have a significant impact on shaping beauty standards, with fair skin often being
idealized and associated with beauty, as explored by Jha (2018). Across various societies,
especially in South Asia, light skin is frequently linked to notions of privilege, success, and
attractiveness, while darker skin is often stigmatized or perceived as less desirable. This
preference for fair skin can be traced back to colonial histories, where European standards of
beauty were imposed upon colonized populations, reinforcing a hierarchy that placed lighter
skin above darker skin. In modern times, these deep-rooted biases continue to influence cultural
perceptions of beauty, as seen in advertising, media, and even social dynamics. Jha (2018)
points out that this cultural bias is perpetuated through the widespread marketing of skin-
lightening products and the portrayal of fair-skinned models in mainstream media, which
perpetuate the belief that fairness is synonymous with beauty and social acceptance. These
beauty standards often have damaging psychological effects on individuals with darker skin
tones, leading to feelings of inferiority or pressure to conform to an idealized image.
Furthermore, the preference for fair skin is not only confined to aesthetics but is also linked to
broader societal issues such as class, caste, and economic status, where lighter-skinned
individuals are often viewed as having higher social standing or greater opportunities. As such,
Jha’s (2018) work underscores the need for critical reflection on how cultural norms shape
beauty standards and the importance of promoting more inclusive and diverse representations
of beauty.

Materials and Methods

1. Research Design

Type of Study: This study adopts a content analysis approach, examining the representation of
diversity in Indian fashion advertising. The research aims to assess the extent to which diversity
in terms of body type, race, gender, age, and social class is represented in contemporary fashion
ads in India.

Setting: The study will analyze advertisements featured in popular Indian fashion magazines
(e.g., Vogue India, Elle India), television commercials, and digital advertisements on social
media platforms (e.g., Instagram, Facebook, YouTube).

Sampling: A purposive sampling technique will be employed to select advertisements
published over the past two years (2022-2024). Ads will be selected from both traditional print
media and digital platforms, ensuring a broad range of content for analysis. A total of 100
advertisements will be analyzed, with an equal distribution between print, digital, and
television ads.

Conclusion

This study on the representation and diversity in Indian fashion advertising highlights the
significant role that advertisements play in shaping and reinforcing societal beauty standards.
Through a content analysis of 100 fashion advertisements across multiple media formats (print,
digital, and television), the study has explored the extent to which diversity is represented in
terms of race, body type, gender, age, and class. The findings suggest that while there has been
some progress in recent years toward more inclusive representations, many advertisements
continue to uphold narrow and traditional ideals of beauty, favoring fair-skinned, slender, and
youthful models, predominantly from urban, upper-middle-class backgrounds.

The analysis reveals that although there is a gradual increase in the inclusion of diverse body
types, ages, and ethnicities, these representations are often superficial or tokenistic, rather than
reflecting true diversity. The dominance of certain beauty ideals—especially those associated
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with fair skin and Eurocentric features—persists in Indian fashion advertising, perpetuating
cultural biases that marginalize darker-skinned, plus-sized, and older individuals. This
continued underrepresentation of diverse groups in advertising has significant implications for
how beauty is defined and how individuals from marginalized communities may feel excluded

or pressured to conform to these limited standards.
The study also identifies emerging trends in digital advertising and social media campaigns
that show promise for a more inclusive future. Brands that engage with younger, more socially
conscious audiences are beginning to challenge traditional beauty standards by featuring
models with diverse body types, ethnic backgrounds, and gender identities. These shifts, while
still in the early stages, suggest that consumer demand for more inclusive and authentic
representations is starting to influence the fashion industry.
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