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are in the middle of a 
fundamental cultural shift 
in norms and mores, and 

more drastic changes seem poised to 
keep us apace for the foreseeable future.
To stay relevant, companies and organ- 
izations now have more to think about, 
from the mountain of new consumer 
data available to marketers, to manag- 
ing business goals in an increasingly 
globalized marketplace, especially in 
terms of communications’ reach and 
scope. In our transparent, instant 

world, brand image and tight commu- 
nications control have become more 
important than ever, given the multi- 
platform world we inhabit.

In terms of demographics, most 
communications strategies have been 
adapted to be inclusive of various racial, 
class, religious and other cultural mark- 
ers. The latest entrant into mainstream 
society is the LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender) community. To 
lay some early groundwork, it is help- 
ful to understand the two main key 

terms used in the LGBT community 
to self-identify. “Gay” is a safe overall 
catchall that includes men and women. 
“Lesbian,” of course, refers only to 
gay women.

It is important to stop for a moment 
here and consider the word “commu- 
nity.” It usually connotes an in-group/ 
out-group paradigm. The LGBT popu- 
lation inhabits a much broader world 
than that.

First and foremost, gay people 
exist across the entire cultural spectrum, 
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from rich to poor, all races and ethnic 
groups, rural and urban, and every- 
thing in between. As such, any com- 
munications targeted at a particular 
audience already includes LGBT peo- 
ple. The great LGBT rights hero of 
the 1970s, Harvey Milk, declared, 
“Everyone knows one.” His call for visi- 
bility rang loud and true then, and we 
are beginning to see the fruits of four 
decades of “coming out.” If businesses 
want to target LGBT consumers, they 
need look no further than what they are 

already doing and simply add average 
people who are gay to their communica- 
tions strategy.

A separate ad campaign targeted to 
gay people may be effective for a short 
while with a limited audience, but to 
truly have a broad impact, communica- 
tions should not be gay oriented. Rather, 
they should simply be gay inclusive.

As is common knowledge, the 
vast majority of Fortune 500 com- 
panies already have LGBT- and gender- 
inclusive corporate policies, which have 

proven many times over to be good for 
business. So, how does a company com- 
municate this inclusivity without pigeon- 
holing the gay population?

The first step is to move away from 
the traditional image of the gay activist. 
Gone are the days when rainbow flags 
and shirtless men dancing on corporate- 
sponsored floats in Pride parades had 
any impact. That kind of market- 
ing is actually viewed rather cynically 
by every LGBT person with whom 
I’ve spoken.
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Visibility Is key to Cultural legitimacy
With increased liberties and social 
acceptance finally being achieved, the 
LGBT population is beginning to see 
itself on its own terms, fully function- 
ing in society, not separated from it. 
Gay people increasingly see themselves 
as mainstream members of society. 
They want spouses, children, financial 
security, a nice home and a comfortable 
retirement. In short, gay people see 
themselves as legitimate, first-class citi- 
zens and no longer in need of rebelling 
against the dominant paradigm; and 
society is catching up.

egalitarianism in advertising
Coca-Cola’s controversial Super Bowl ad 
did a brilliant job of what I am describ- 
ing: as part of a sprawling montage of 
American diversity, they showed a fam- 
ily with two dads playing with their 
kids. That commercial goes much far- 
ther to show that Coke is an inclusive 
company and supports LGBT causes 
(true or not, that is what was commu- 
nicated) rather than using a cheap, tired 
stereotype of who gay people are.

Expedia recently ran a similarly effec- 
tive web ad about a dad traveling to his 
lesbian daughter’s wedding. This ad is 
effective because it not only communi- 
cates that it is an LGBT-friendly com- 
pany, but it connects to the generation 
most often faced with discomfort around 
this issue, since “coming out” is such 
a relatively new phenomenon. Of the 
generations most ill at ease with LGBT 
politics, Boomers have been on the front 
lines, both in terms of social activism 
and in learning to accept the wave of its 
children finding personal freedom and 
coming out. The message is that accept- 
ance is normal, good and, yes, sometimes 
difficult. This difficulty and misunder- 
standing should not be shied away from 
— it should be embraced, since it is a 
very real part of the cultural spasms we 
are witnessing.

Companies should openly embrace 
any controversy that LGBT-inclusive 

advertising may bring. For example, 
consider Cheerios and how that brand 
managed the backlash following their 
commercial featuring an interracial fam- 
ily. They not only embraced it, but they 
doubled down by reviving the ad with 
the mother now expecting a second 
interracial child.

Visibility is what the LGBT popu- 
lation cares about. A company that 
would not only make them visible but 
then openly embrace any ensuing criti- 
cism not only solidifies LGBT ardor 
and possibly loyalty, but it also com- 
municates agreement with the newish 
majority opinion that being gay is a 
perfectly legitimate orientation deserv- 
ing of equality.

Another fine example of legitimacy 
and inclusiveness being key themes is 
the Kindle ad from March 2013. A 
handsome male/female couple is loung- 
ing on the beach while he complains 
about the glare on his iPad. She pro- 
ceeds to tell him about the great bene- 
fits of the sun-friendly screen of the 
Kindle. As the narrative unfolds, they 
seem to be flirting. Then she announces 
that her husband is getting her a drink. 
Without missing a beat he says, “So is 
mine!” and the camera pans to the bar 
where the respective husbands are chat- 
ting away; the scene is dripping with 
absolute normalcy. The only punch line 
is that they were not really flirting; they 
were making conversation.

Ads like this for Kindle and 
Expedia work because they are inter- 
esting and funny without making any- 
one the butt of the joke, especially 
not the LGBT characters. (They actu- 
ally make the unsuspecting viewer the 
butt of the joke and remind people that 
our culture is changing and does it with 
humor and humanity.) They work to 
communicate to LGBT people that they 
are respected and being accepted more 
often and more widely. This integrated 
marketing is win-win because it speaks 
to everyone — and that is the heart
of egalitarianism.

What does this mean for us as 
researchers? What we already know is 
that LGBT people see themselves as part 
of the mainstream and identify less and 
less with stereotypical portrayals, such as 
Jack in “Will and Grace,” and more 
as Michael C. Hall’s character, David 
Fisher, from “Six Feet Under”: just 
an average guy living his life who also 
happens to be a gay husband and, later, 
a dad.

Furthermore, the LGBT population is 
tired of the “ghettoization” of gay cul- 
ture. Gay people do not live just in San 
Francisco’s Castro district or NYC’s 
Chelsea. In fact, those concentration 
centers hold a tiny minority of the gay 
population, although it is those neigh- 
borhood stereotypes we see depicted in 
mainstream culture. Most people do 
not relate to it, and many LGBT people 
don’t either. Brands are missing out on 
a major demographics’ loyalty by not 
communicating with inclusivity.

In my research, I have come across 
a few helpful guideposts for selling 
research and when thinking about mar- 
keting to the LGBT population. Beyond 
a universal desire for equality, there are 
distinct segments within this population:
•  Ages 18-34, which is coveted in any

case, should be perhaps desired more 
so within the gay population. They 
are generally single, enjoy travel, pre- 
fer high-end products, are extremely 
image conscious and are generally out 
for a good time. They are not thinking 
too far ahead and are thus likely to 
spend their discretionary income more 
freely for a longer duration of their 
twenties. They drink wine, eat arti- 
sanal cheeses and are more likely to be 
at a loft party in Brooklyn than a bar 
in Chelsea. The social center of grav- 
ity for young gays has shifted from the 
bar scene to upscale venues and pri- 
vate parties. This is even truer for the 
young lesbian population.

•  Coupled thirty-somethings and beyond
fit the term DINK: Dual Income No
Kids. This is a relatively affluent
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audience that tends to travel more and 
spend more on upscale products, and 
is generally civic-minded. They are less 
encumbered by traditional financial 
constraints like college funds or the 
other roughly half a million dollars 
required to raise a child.
To be sure, heterosexual DINKs also 

exist. The primary difference between 
LGBTs and their straight counterparts 
is that DINKs, particularly men, are not 
necessarily planning for parenthood and, 
as a result, have a larger portion of their 
income for discretionary spending.
•  LGBT families face the exact same

pressures as their heterosexual counter- 
parts: school costs, future costs and 
medical expenses for the kids, etc. In 
this context, they strive to be accepted 
as parents sharing the same challenges 
as any other segment of society raising 
children. As such, the march for equal- 
ity may be of even greater importance, 
as no parent wants his or her child 
to feel excluded because the family 
is different.

Celebrating Diversity 
Through Inclusivity
Something important to keep in 
mind is that although gay people exist 
across the social spectrum, they are also 
a minority within their own in-groups. 
Thus, a gay member of a minority group 
is twice a minority. They are minorities 
even within their own families of origin. 
Thus, egalitarianism is fundamental to 
this audience. It is not about gay rights, 
nor is it about female rights or racial 
equality — more broadly, it is about 
full inclusivity of all people. It is about
the celebration of, not the eschewing
or distancing from, diversity.

As researchers, it is important to 
get the foundation right both for our 
own understanding but also to inform 

clients seeking to devise and deploy a 
fully inclusive communications strategy. 
We can do this by first uncovering the 
issues a given LGBT audience perceives 
in terms of corporate relations with 
them. To what extent does an organi- 
zation or brand seem LGBT inclusive 
or non-inclusive? Questions like this 
lay the foundation for deeper insights 
as the research goes on. It sets a base- 
line upon which the rest of the data can 
be weighed.

Secondary research is also advised 
before pitching research to a client, let 
alone trying to conduct it — particu- 
larly if the researcher is heterosexual. 
Like many minority groups, the LGBT 
population does not want to explain all
things gay all the time or feel fetishized
as a lucrative market opportunity. There 
is an expectation that people do their 
homework and avoid questions that can 
be easily answered with simple research 
(Google is your friend).

The ways in which questions are 
asked can also make all the difference. 
While conducting research for a major 
condom manufacturer, a well-intentioned 

female moderator once asked a focus 
group of gay men if they “feared higher 
exposure to STDs.” From this, she got 
a room full of offended men, long-tired 
of being associated (and “othered”) as 
being a high-risk, diseased portion of the 
population. She lost the group; the next 
55 minutes devolved into a political dis- 
cussion about the “real AIDS crisis.” 
All of it missed the point entirely, and 
the group was a waste of time and, of 
course, money. Her question would 
have been much more impactful, and it 
would have garnered better insights, if 
she had phrased it another way, such as, 
“How do you personally feel about the 
use of condoms and your personal risk 
levels based on that?”

The key to moderating LGBT pro- 
jects is to genuinely feel, within oneself, 
that LGBT people are not something 
outside of the norm. It is time to treat 
the LGBT population like we would any 
other population. Acknowledge and 
learn about the specific cultural idio- 
syncrasies, but treat them as absolutely 
banal, the new normal, and part of the 
fabric of this diverse nation. 


