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Advertising In Style:

The American Dream and What Women Want

In the past few decades, advertisements have slowly changed from using logical appeals to targeting the emotions of consumers.  Because women make up the majority of consumers in our society, the emotional techniques for selling to females are especially refined.  Often, images of models who represent ideal women are used to imply that the product they are selling causes the reader’s version of achievement.  For example, in the March 2003 issue of InStyle magazine, an ad for Jones New York attempts to persuade women that the brand name clothes worn by the model cause her successful image.  Although the creators of this ad try to sell clothes by targeted placement, and visual ethos and pathos appeals, it is the emotional approach that dominates because it uses the powerful American dream of the modern woman to sell the product.

This ad appeared on page 19 of the March 2003 issue of InStyle magazine.   (See figure 1)

Figure 1: Jones New York Advertisement, InStyle Magazine, Mar. 2003

We can see right away that the creators of this ad were using strategic approaches to advertising.  First and foremost, they considered the target audience and how best to reach them.  For Jones New York clothes, the target audience is upper middle-class American men and women.  This ad and its placement clearly cater to potential customers because InStyle is a magazine that targets clothes-conscious young adult women.  Also, because the readers of the magazine have the time and money to afford to look through InStyle, it indicates that they are capable of spending money on luxury items such as brand name clothing.  

Also, the people who dressed and posed the model were very careful to focus attention on the actual product that they were trying to sell.  The shirt that they are advertising is the only colorful object in the picture—it is a bright blue article amid gray, brown, and white tones.  Furthermore, the photographer shot the picture so that the shirt appears right in the middle of the scene.  These considerations—target audience, location of the ad, and product placement are key for any advertisement to possibly sell the product.  However, these strategies are not enough to convince readers.

The advertisement’s creators crafted their product appeal carefully, by using both authority-based and emotional appeals to women.  The pathos approach is the stronger of the two in this case because not only does it reach more potential customers, but relies on such a powerful and fulfilling concept as the American dream to sell the product.  

Let’s first consider the advertiser’s ethos appeal to the reader.  This form of rhetoric is not as strong for this ad as its emotional appeal, because it requires that the reader be able to identify Angie Harmon, the model and actress who appeared on Law and Order.  Some readers might not recognize Harmon, and only the emotional appeal of the ad, described below, would persuade them to buy this brand of clothing.  However, for those who do, most will associate the model with the successful and sexy attorney on NBC.  According to Images That Sell, by Luc Dupont, using a famous person in ads can increase sales if “the particular celebrity that you have chosen to use strongly communicates the character of your product”(119).  This is certainly true for Angie Harmon and the business-like clothes of Jones New York.  The appeal of a high-profile actress will bring up associations from the subject’s other work, and create the illusion that the clothes advertised bring about success.  Especially informed readers will even know about Angie Harmon’s Cinderella-like modeling and acting career, and her picture perfect marriage to Giants football player Jason Sehorn.  Because of the subject’s character and reputation, readers will be more likely to buy the clothes she is wearing.  However, this approach only works if the reader recognizes the model, and Angie Harmon is certainly not as famous as Julia Roberts, for example.  Instead, the emotional approach used by the creators is a better way to go about persuading InStyle readers to buy Jones New York clothes.

Thus, the stronger appeal used in this ad is one that caters to the reader’s cultural and social beliefs about the place of the American woman in modern society.  Women today are expected to have it all—a pretty face, a family, and a career.  This ad encompasses all three, and makes it seem as though the model has all these desirable aspects and can balance and switch between them easily.  This ad uses a visual strategy that appeals to the modern female’s sense of success.

  The first thing that the reader will notice about Angie Harmon is that she is smiling and very pretty by Western standards.  She has a clear complexion, a thin body, a natural look, and well-cut, healthy looking hair.  Her makeup is done just right, and she has the type of beauty that could be described as sexy or wholesome depending on her clothes and the situation. Her posture suggests that she is relaxed.  Even without considering her clothes and the setting, we can tell that this woman is comfortable with herself.  This appeals to readers in an emotional way, for they would like to feel as secure with themselves, as happy, and as attractive as the model.  Furthermore, if the women do recognize the model as Angie Harmon, and perhaps even know of her picture perfect life, they will be envious and want to imitate her. 

In the ad, we also get a sense of the model’s accomplishment with marriage and family.  The wedding ring is placed right by Angie Harmon’s face, which is the place that most readers will look first.  She is not hiding it, but rather seems to be showing it off, which gives the consumer an impression that she is happy with her marriage.  Furthermore, the ring is large and calls attention to itself, even without taking into account the strategic placement of the left hand.  The model is wearing a lot of nice jewelry—a watch, necklace, ring and earrings.  This hints at her wealth, or her husband’s wealth (for though the modern woman is expected to have a career, she certainly can’t be expected to make more money than her husband!)  Though we do not have any evidence that the woman has children, the ad can work either way.  Some readers will see the model as a childless, free woman.  But others will be even more impressed at her ability to slim down and act so energetic even if she is up late nights with her newborn or toddler children.


This ad also plays upon the reader’s perception that the model is a working woman.  The shirt that she is wearing has a collar and buttoned sleeves.  Generally, this can be thought of as work attire for any woman in a professional career.  However, the top of the shirt is open slightly in order to give a sense of feminine allure, without being too open and giving an “easy” impression.  Though her hand is resting on some kind of official-looking book or document, the model does not seem to be too worried about it, and she is looking up, perhaps at another person, and not down at her work.  This indicates that she is successful in her job, without feeling overwhelmed by it.


  The reason that this ad works so well is that the model seems to have accomplished multiple goals that most women in America find themselves struggling for.  She seems like she is able to fit into a variety of roles and to seamlessly move between them—Angie Harmon looks ready to come home from a hard day of corporate work, kiss her husband, and happily make dinner for two children, all without one hair falling out of place.  So many women today are striving for that ability, that it can be seen as the new American dream for the modern woman.  This ad appeals to these powerful concepts and plays upon women’s wants in order to sell clothes for Jones New York.


It is clear that this ad, like many similar ones that appear in InStyle and other magazines, is carefully crafted in order to draw upon powerful concepts such as love, wealth, and success. Although we have seen how advertisements use ethos and pathos appeals to play upon consumer’s desires, an interesting thing to consider is how advertisements themselves influence American culture and our opinions of what is ideal. This advertisement for Jones New York might not only be selling clothes by playing upon the American dream.  Instead, we can see it as selling the American dream.  Thus, we should also consider another role of advertisements in our society.  In addition to studying how advertisements play upon and reflect our culture and values, we must carefully understand how they create and propagate social norms.
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