


Servitude to 
self-determination?
A six-month long investigation, in conjunction with LIDA and 
Bauer, that analysed 20,000 adverts in The Australian Women’s 
Weekly from from 1933 to today – here we unveil what the data 
says about the journey of Australian women in advertising.
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This is likely the most significant 
piece of work AdNews has pub-

lished in recent times. In light of 
International Women’s Day, and a 
desire to track the journey of women 
in Australian advertising, we joined 
forces with data and CX agency 
LIDA and Bauer Media to engage in 
a one of a kind, six-month long data 
project – analysing more than 
20,000 adverts published in The 
Australian Women’s Weekly since its 
inception in 1933 through to today.

With the aid of a unique, 
AI-powered robot created by LIDA 
– and named Minerva (or Minnie as 
we now fondly call her) – we have 
delved into every aspect of the 
adverts that have been presented 
to Australian women, via The 
Weekly, for nine decades.

LIDA and Minnie were able to 
drive down into all facets of the 
20,000 adverts – which brands 
produced them; the products they 
were selling; the copy that was 
used and the tone of it; the ‘pose’ 
and ‘stature’ of the person fea-
tured in the ad and so much more.

LIDA manag ing director 
Victoria Curro said, “Women have 
always had an uphill battle. At no 
point in modern history have our 
male counterparts had to catch up 
and gain equality (except possibly 
the acceptance for us to all wear 
dresses and make-up without dis-
crimination). As advertising tends 
to tell itself that it’s a mirror to 
society, it’s time we took a factual 
look at how well we’ve reflected 
societal change over the past 80 
plus years in advertising to women. 
And really ask are we in step, or do 
we need to catch up?”.

Here we unveil the full spectre 
of never seen before data, facts and 
information about the journey of 
women in Australian advertising: 
how they have been depicted, how 
brands have responded to changes 
in womanhood, how adverts have 
been modelled to resonate with 
women and which products and 
categories have, above all, tried to 
capture the heart and mind of an 
Australian woman.

Nicole Byers, editor-in-chief The 
Weekly said, “The Weekly has cham-
pioned Australian women since its 
launch in 1933. As the role and sta-
tus of women continues to evolve, 
these changes have often been 

mirrored in how brands have adver-
tised to women. This has uncovered 
some amazing insights about the 
role and attitudes towards women 
over the years.”

This has been a significant 
undertaking (to put it lightly!) and 
the stories, facts and information 
we have gathered are nothing 
short of enlightening.

*Note that we combined the 1930s 
and 1940s owing to disruptions in 
both decades that resulted in a sim-
ilar output for advertising.

Pictured above is a 1940s Heinz 
advert – a perfect example of 
the male narrative that pervaded 
advertising in that era. To the right 
is a ‘heatmap’ of the very same 
advert, highlighting the key areas of 
dissection picked up by Minnie. It was 
this categorised information that fed 
into our incredible data pool.
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Where did the idea come 
from to develop Minnie, the 
AI-powered robot?
It came from book I read recently 
called Factfulness by Hans Rosling, 
where the key theme was applying 
context to whatever point you’re 
trying to prove. So, don’t just 
focus on a single moment, but 
provide perspective. As an agency 
we’re always thinking about how 
we communicate to different 
demographics, and we thought it 
would be great if we could provide 
context around those messages. 
That’s when we began to think 

about a new advertising tool, called 
Minerva (Minnie to her friends) after 
the Roman goddess of wisdom.

Explain what Minnie 
is made of.....
She is a little like a Swiss Army 
knife with multiple tools connected 
to her. She is primarily built from 
Python, which is a general purpose 
coding language, and from that 
we connected her to a variety of 
other programs to help fill the 
gaps. Her key features are optical 
character recognition (reading 
and transcribing text), object 

recognition (identifying objects 
like cars, cats, trees..) and entity 
and category classifications with 
natural language (pulling out key 
entities within a sentence).

Did you develop your own 
software programs, if so, 
what were they?
Yes, we built a few custom 
functions to deal with this project. 
One was a website scraper that 
downloaded and named all the 
images from the online archive. 
Another was a colour collector 
which pulled up the top colours 
used in an image and generated 
a color scale. The others went 
through and organised images 
and folders, following a naming 
convention to allow our last tool, 
an internal image search engine, to 
bring up an advertisement based 
on the categorisation and labels. 

How did Minnie cope with the 
flooding of 20,000 images?
She did alright! It was taking about 
one minute per image, which 
is about eight days of straight 
processing time. We had some 
computers getting warm, a few 
glitches, and a few prayers to the 
goddess, but we got there and 
learnt a few tricks along the way.  

Any glitches along the way?
There was one glitch with the 
organiser bot. We didn’t fill out the 
naming convention rules correctly 
which meant that Minnie put 40 
magazines in an unknown location. 
I’m still not sure where they are as 
the naming of the files was also 
affected. So, we had to start from 
scratch for a few of them.

Are there other projects 
Minnie could be used for?
Minnie is built to process any and 
all images in a very short period 
of time. She is able to sort and 
categorise on large scales to build 

internal search engines, allowing 
businesses to save scouring the 
libraries of images. With this in mind, 
Minnie can be trained to provide 
a diversity index; comparing the 
language, tone, visuals of a brands 
advertising to that of competitors 
and to that of society to really 
ensure that we stay in touch.

Can Minnie create an ‘ad of 
the future’?
Possibly! We’ve been toying with 
recognising and categorising 
people and product positions and 
placement. For example, does the 
model in the advert look forward 
on, is she sitting/standing, where 
is her arm placement etc.. and 
ideally this would lead to detecting 
a trend or a cycle of advertising, 
which would then allows us to 
predict design elements. It would 
probably look like a Jackson 
Pollock however.

Are there any other 
AI projects you find 
fascinating?
The barrier to entry is at the 
lowest it’s ever been where now 
we can run AI on my Surface Pro. 
I’m very interested in societal 
intelligence; if we begin to 
ask questions around racism, 
sexism, homophobia, domestic 
violence and begin to map, track 
and report on these feelings 
within society we can effectively 
manage the prevention of crimes 
and create a happier society! 
There are also other benefits 
including financial wellbeing, 
happiness indices and more.

The creation of Minerva, LIDA’s AI-powered robot 

Analysing 20,000 adverts from The Weekly, published over the course of nine decades, is not a 
job that could be tasked to one or several people, even. To enable this huge undertaking, Jake 
Lyme, data scientist at LIDA built the AI-powered bot, Minerva (or Minnie to those who came 
to love her). Here we speak to Jake about how Minnie came to life and the incredible feat she 
achieved.

Jake Lyme & Victoria Curro

www.adnews.com.au | March 2019  29



Heinz – 1940s
Coming off the back of the Heinz’ 
mission to offset food shortages 
during WW1 and WW2 by widening 
the range of canned goods, this 
advert is a prime example of how a 
woman is depicted in a brave new 
world, enthralled by the prospect 
of convenience. Note she is mani-
cured – from the positioning of the 
bow in her hair to a set of a polished 
nails, this is a domesticated woman 
who has bought herself the unprec-
edented and joyous gift of time. 
However, her position as ‘servant’ 
in this scenario is evidenced by the 
male voice that dictates the tone of 
the ad: “I’m bringing Bob home to 
dinner, dear” and “Put away your 
cook book lady”. Putting the tone 
to one side, we were intrigued by 
how the copy was modified to make 
this northern hemisphere product 
sound palatable to someone living 
in the Aussie heat – surely an early 
hint at oncoming globalisation? It 
is also a perfect specimen of 1940s 
creative: an illustrated design with 
lashings of copy.

Through the decades
AdNews and LIDA came together to choose our 
one defining ad of each decade that symbolises 
the journey of women in Australian advertising.

President Fridge – 1950s
Convenience clearly sells, and by the 1950s it doesn’t just come in a tin 
can, but in a large metal box. The high heeled, apron wearing, female 
figure is reduced to a feature of the product itself, as though it replaces 
her stature in the home. As we would expect with the 1950s, this ad is 
instructional, seeking to educate the woman on the functions of this 
new technological marvel. There is even an illustration of internal 
components to prove just how futuristic the engineering is – this is 
indeed rocket science, it would seem. The pledge this ad makes is 
compelling: emancipation from daily grocery trips and the enthralling 
opportunity pre-prepared fresh meals can provide. It times neatly with 
1956 Australian legislation: the Marriage Bar allowed women working 
as teachers to remain in their profession once married for the first time 
– one of the early indications that combining marriage, a family and 
career could be standard practice in Australia. It tells us that, with a 
President fridge in the kitchen, anything was possible, even working 
once you’re married!

Berlei – 1960s
Evoking the spirit of the famous David Bailey photograph of Jean 
Shrimpton in 1963’s Vogue, this Berlei ad is a symbol of everything that 
had changed in female culture and how a new order was swept into the 
newsagents who carried copies of The Weekly. Gone is the instructional, 
illustrative advert of the 1950s and the overiding male narrative. The 
pinnafore has been scrapped in favour of lingerie in an overt nod to the 
changing female mindset and the willing advancement of it. Whereas the 
1950s President Fridge highlighted the potential for freedom, this woman, 
in all her photographed glory, is free to exhibit herself as she chooses. 
We love the play on ‘In-Group’ as if wearing this new, more revealing 
lingerie allows the woman to feel part of a movement that brings women 
together. Even her pose, leaning forward, suggests she is ready for action 
– whatever that action may be.

Panadeine – 1970s
Long gone is any notion of servitude in this 1973 Panadeine advert. The 
females in view are active, strong and facinatingly, not even looking at 
the lens – they have been captured in a moment where they are in female 
company, playing sport, far from the routine machinations of marriage 
and family. They are depicted as competitive, happy and fit where nothing 
– not even “monthly pain” which is plainly alluded to (most likely for one 
of the first times) will hold them back. It’s important to recognise how 

1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s
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this advert chimes with the legis-
lative and cultural situation in 
Australia: in 1972, the f irst 
Women’s Electoral Lobby met in 
Melbourne calling for fair pay, 
more opportunity and the freeing 
of women from sexism, discrimi-
nation and violence; the contra-
ceptive pill became widely availa-
ble without a “luxury” tax and 
maternity leave with pay for 12 
weeks was granted for all.

Berocca – 1980s
This advert signifies a massive leap 
from the 1970s liberated woman to 
the 1980s career-focused female. In 
1986, Joan Child became the first 
female speaker in the House of 
Representatives and like her, this 
advert draws on the notion of a 
woman who has risen to the top of 
her chosen field. We like the fact 
she is an older woman, her hair is 
worn shorter, and her collar rides 
high on her neck in true 80s style. 
She stares at the camera with intent 
and purpose. However, there is 
some admission here that “having 
it all” comes with consequences 
and that women should not fail to 
neglect their own health in the pro-
cess. In this respect, we see a return 
to the “instructional” nature of the 
1950s adverts, pointing to the idea 
that Australian women are on a 
learning curve. Interestingly, this 
advert would in some ways reso-
nate now and shows that health and 
wellbeing have always been a pri-
mary female concern.

McCain – 1990s
The health and wellbeing trope con-
tinues. Whereas the 80s woman 
was running the risk of “burning 
the candle at both ends” and crack-
ing, this woman understands the 
importance of staying fit to enjoy a 
successful life. It’s a fascinating 
depiction of an Australian woman 
– replete with the greens and gold 
of Australia’s national colours – who 
doesn’t shy from what was most 
likely deemed a male pursuit: 
weight lifting (albeit with a one or 
two kilo hand weight). What is also 
fascinating is that this is a brand 
advert, as opposed to a specific 
product push – something that 
could have only been entertained 
following the first wave of mass con-
sumerism in the 1980s. We couldn’t 
help but have a chuckle at the 
graphic – the wave denoting a heart-
beat as if McCain’s, renowned for its 
frozen convenience goods, could 
contribute to a healthy lifestyle.

Panadol Rapid – 2000s
This brings together several strands 
we have seen already seen at play 
over the decades; whereas the 
Panadeine ad of the 70s depicted a 
woman on the tennis court, this is a 
woman working at her desk. Unlike 
the older, power woman of the 80s, 
she cuts a younger, more relaxed 
figure who is at ease in her surround-
ings. And where we might have seen 
a smaller reference to “monthly 
pain” in 70s, this bold piece of copy 
relies on a ‘handwriting’ typeface to 

look as though this very woman is 
speaking one-on-one with the 
reader: “I don’t have time for period 
pain”. The tone of independence and 
honesty is of course echoed by the 
“It’s My Choice” sentiment. We 
enjoyed too the advert’s choice of an 
everyday model – a regular woman, 
if you like – not the ultra-glamorous 
model of the 60s or the intense 
power woman of the 80s, but most 
likely a woman an Australian 
Women’s Weekly reader would relate 
to. The positive journey of sisterhood 
pours from this depiction.

Berlei (again) – 2010s
We sense that all the ads featured 
through the decades acted as a 
springboard for the arrival of this 
Berlei campaign. It is an amalgama-
t ion, and a tr iumph over, 
everything that had come before it. 
Here we finally have a woman of 
colour, in a natural pose, full-bod-
ied, and – dare we say it (yes, we do) 
– looking like she has woken up in 
a hotel room slightly dishevelled (at 
least that’s what her hair suggests). 
Hallelujah if she has also woken up 
in the make-up she was wearing the 
night before. Berlei has embraced 
full self-determination – there is 
something both familiar and aspi-
rational about this shot that would 
enjoy widespread appeal. We also 
appreciated how the brand name is 
equal in size to the word ‘curves’. 
Adland would do well to remember 
the existence of this ad as we push 
forward with a female agenda.

We sense that all 
the ads featured 
through the 
decades acted as a 
springboard for the 
arrival of this Berlei 
campaign.

1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s
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This was a fascinating part of our “Servitude to Self-Determination” 
analysis, where we tracked word usage in adverts over the course of 

the nine decades in The Weekly. “Home” dominated adverts through the 
30s/40s to the 60s, reflecting of course that most Australian women were 
at home engaged in domestic duties. No doubt its usage also signifies how 
advertisers were targeting the household income, as opposed to a wom-
an’s personal income.

We found it intriguing that “home” was replaced as the most frequent 
word by “people” in the 70s, 80s and 90s – showing that there was a shift 
from what was happening inside the home to what “people” were doing 
outside of the confines of a woman’s immediate family. “People” of course 
can be used for the purposes of comparison, but to also serve as a nod 
to “community” where likeminded “people” use certain products, or 
engage with certain brands. Either way, it points to a time when a wom-
an’s horizon had expanded.

“Life” becomes the most regularly used word in the 2000s, perhaps 
because life had truly opened up by now for many Australian women – in 
the year 2000, several generations of women would have been part of the 

The Lexicon  
of Womanhood

Minnie was able 
to scour the copy 
in 20,000 adverts. 
Not only does it 
tell us something 
about advertising, 
but it also reveals 
the focus of 
women through 
the decades
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Our favourite ads 

Lucy Acheson, LIDA 
Australia head of data 
strategy – Berlei
Her fists are balled in the 
ad, which makes her appear 
as the epitome of strong 
women – ready to take on 
anyone who challenges her. 
Equally, the product itself 
looks like it could rise to any 
challenge as well!

Nicola Riches, AdNews 
associate publisher – 
Dencorub
I love that this advert 
speaks to women plainly, in 
proper language. There is 
no dumbing down here, or 
attempts to baffle women 
with pseudo-science. I 
love too that the woman 
is playing a sport so often 
associated with men, and 
that the components of 
the ball and club are also 
amusingly revealed.

workforce, and the barriers created 
by overtly physical domesticity had 
been well and truly dismantled.

Interesting, then, that we land 
on “women” as the most frequent 
word used by advertisers in the 
10s, where the references often 
contain an “us” too, pointing 
towards the idea of women as a 
collective, or giving women a 
sense of belonging.

The usage of the word “children” 
is telling too. We might have 
expected heavy frequency of “chil-
dren” in the 30s/40s/50s, however, 
even though it was rarely out of the 
Top 10, it was only in the 90s that it 
hit the top two, staying there 

through the 2000s. Something 
chimes with the notion of “having it 
all” in the 2000s with combined 
heavy usage of “life” and “children” 
in advertising copy. Now? “Children” 
has slipped to seventh place; ahead 
of it is “skin”, “family” and “home”.

One recurring word that has 
been on heavy rotation in adver-
tising copy is “way” and while we 
saw many examples of where there 
was a “way” to do something 
explained, we couldn’t help but 
shake off the idea that the mention 

of “way” means that a pre-deter-
mined maxim or approach to life 
was being espoused to the readers. 
It makes an appearance at number 
eight on this decade’s list too. 
Maybe something for women to 
watch out for? After all, the preach-
ing tone of the 30s/40s/50s should 
be long forgotten by now.

But perhaps most telling of all is 
the decline of “man” and “men” 
from the 1980’s, indicating that as we 
moved into a new century, women 
had other things to think about.
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MOST FREQUENT CATEGORY ADVERTISERS 1933-NOW

The Most Frequent 
Category Advertisers 
1933-now
Face and body care, food and 
drink: the mainstays of advertis-
ing in The Weekly. Some things it 
would appear, don’t change. 
However, the journey of these cat-
egories over the lifetime of the 
publication tells us a huge amount 
about the relationship between 
Austra l ian adver t isers and 
women. For example, from a rel-
atively high point in the 30s and 
40s, face and body care adverts 
went into decline until the 1980s 
when a massive upward trajectory 

led it to become the leading cate-
gory of our times. There is a con-
versation to be had here: have 
women successfully shunned 
objectification, or are we still very 
much subject to it? The data tells 
us that the dominance of this cat-
egory in The Weekly and there-
fore womanhood demands more 
consideration. Meanwhile, food 
and drink as a category fared well 
until the beginning of the 2000s 
before dropping away to its 
30s/40s levels. Now, this may tell 
us something about where those 
FMCG brands are spending their 
ad dollars – and no doubt the drop 

Capturing the hearts and 
minds of Australian women
Innumerable brands and categories have vied for the attention 
of Australian women via The Weekly since 1933. Here, we can 
categorically say which ones won the race.

is fuelled by a switch to online – 
but nonetheless the decline, in 
these times of food obsession – is 
fascinating. Perhaps The Weekly 
has become a refuge from the 
omnipresence of food porn.

Elsewhere, we see a fall in the 
home and garden category from 
highs in the 50s to a slump in the 
90s where it continues to remain; 
hardly surprising given the rise of 
women’s growing focus outside 
the home.

Where women’s concentration 
has shifted for particular con-
sumer goods is no better evi-
denced than the apparel category. 
By far the dominant player across 
every decade until the early 90s, 
the slump and disappearance of 
fashion adverts as the internet 
arrived is telling. Print pages gave 
way to online, where the aspira-
tional dress could be purchased 
with a click. Again, this points to 
how women have adapted their 
habits and taken advantage of the 
changing times. The current pic-
ture – which is at virtual odds 
with the all of the other decades 
– highlights a woman who is pur-
sued by the following categories: 
face and body, food and drink, 
home and garden, but far more 
interestingly, literature (for the 
first time ever) and health, which 
makes an appearance since the 
1950s for the first time. The con-
cept of self-actualization is most 
definitely at play.

The Most Frequent Brand 
Advertisers 1933-now
The company-focused graph 
reveals the companies who have 
advertised most frequently in 
Australian Women’s Weekly from its 
inception in the 30s through to 
current day. It creates a wonderful 
portrait of the companies who 
have captured the hearts and 
minds of Australian women.

Woolworths have been the 
most consistent advertisers in The 
Weekly; perhaps unsuprising as it 
continues to pursue the purse 
strings held by women even today.

We found it tel l ing that 
Palmolive and Mortein were the 
dominant advertisers of the 30s, 
40s, 50s and 60s as it reveals 
something telling about the needs 
of women at the time, driven by a 
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desire for cleanliness, keeping a 
home free of bugs – something 
essential in Australia – and main-
taining a healthy environment. 
Let’s not forget what a hard task 
this was before our lives were 
made easier by the affordability 
and availability of vacuums, dish-
washers and the like.

We noted an interesting shift 
too between the 60s and 70s, 
where several companies who had 
been firm advertisers from the 30s 
to 60s – Colgate, Kellogg’s, Mortein 
and Palmolive – reduced their 
commitment (probably switching 
their ad spend to the rising 
medium that was TV) and were 
replaced by a swathe of new 
brands: Myer, Qantas and Revlon. 
We found the Revlon appearance 
– usurping Mortein as the most 
frequent advertiser – very reflec-
tive of what was happening in 
womanhood, as well as the arrival 
of Qantas as international travel 

We found the 
Revlon appearance 
– usurping Mortein 
in the 1980s – as 
the most frequent 
advertiser – very 
reflective of what 
was happening in 
womanhood during 
this era.

Sally Walker, LIDA 
Australia BDM – 
Elizabeth Arden
I adore this Elizabeth Arden 
ad from 1951. It stood out 
so much compared to 
some of the ads that ran 
in previous years with 
their male narratives and 
overtones of ‘guilt’. The 
brand seemed to smash all 
ideas of what an ad should 
look like. Illustrated images 
and heavy copy had been 
shunned by this simple 
image of her face with bold 
red lips, selling a product 
that was really only about 
her and no-one else.

Rich Donovan, LIDA 
creative director – 
A.W.A.S
A smorgasbord of 
contradictions. Patronising, 
but offering exciting, well 
paid work. With a woman 
made up like a Hollywood 
starlet, but in heroic pose. 
Cultural prejudice, meet 
economic necessity.

Our favourite ads became an affordable luxury for 
Aussie women and their families.

We also see shifts at the end of 
the 90s and again at the end of the 
2000s, no doubt driven by the rise 
of online publishing. The brands 
who advertised most frequently in 
both decades were KMart and 
Myer – interesting therefore that 
Target makes a one-off appear-
ance in this list in the 2000s as it 
clearly stepped up budget to com-
pete with the other big stores. And 
as this decade comes to a close, 
the players who have found a 
home in The Weekly are new: 
Harvey Norman, Priceline and 
Samsung. Harvey Norman – cur-
rently Australia’s biggest adver-
tiser – represents the boom in 
home and property, whi le 
Priceline and Samsung are brands 
of our-time: proving beauty, well-
being and tech are now central 
components of an Australian 
woman’s life.

MOST FREQUENT BRAND ADVERTISERS 1933-NOW

www.adnews.com.au | March 2019  35



Evolution of the dress 

1950s

1980s

We asked Minnie to pull adverts for dresses 
from every decade to track how an essential, 
but also aspirational, item was pitched to 
women. We then asked some of our female 
colleagues what their favourites were, and what 
progression they thought women had made.

1940s

1970s

2010s

Ragtrader editor 
Assia Benmedjdoub
There is a visible 
progression away from 
form to functionality. 
As second-wave 
feminism whips into 
full-swing in the 70s, 
constrictive garments 
and accessories are 
swapped out for relaxed 
silhouettes and fashion 
campaigns. #PraiseBe. 
The 1980s Woolmark 
advertisement is a 
favourite. Shot from 
below to give the model 
a sense of authority, the 
campaign captures the 
power of a modern-day 
career woman. 

Ragtrader journalist 
Paige Murphy
There is a definite shift in 
the focus on a woman’s 
figure across the ads. I 
think the 80s ad shows 
the most progression, in 
terms of showcasing a 
woman who is confident 
and career-driven, but 
the David Lawrence 
ad from 2016 shows a 
progression in terms 
of minimal make-up 
use, a relaxed pose 
and natural beauty.

AdNews editor  
Pippa Chambers
The move from unrealistic 
sketches of make-up-
adorned blondes with tiny 
waists to a real life photo 
of a more natural looking 
woman, undoubtedly 
shows progression. It’s 
not all about glamming 
up, zoning in on feminine 
curves and being a ready 
to go trophy wife, it’s 
about looking natural and 
confident – for yourself. 
Without the internet 
you can see why it was 
important to make such 
text heavy ads to get 
product perks in. Whereas 
fast forward to 2016 and 
all that’s needed is the 
brand name and website.

Toy & Hobby Retailer 
editor Imogen Bailey
There’s a clear change 
away from unrealistic, 
‘ideal’ body types and 
formal occasion wear, 
to a more relaxed, every 
day, functional garment, 
body type and posture. 
The focus is placed on 
the outfit ,rather than 
the body type and 
appearance of the model. 
However, in saying this, in 
terms of representation, 
there is still an absence 
of women of colour and 
diverse body types. I like 
the ad from the 70s the 
best as it appears the 
most candid. The model 
looks the most relaxed. It 
is also the ad that doesn’t 
place any emphasis on 
the body type and also 
doesn’t force any ideals - 
be those ambition, power 
or sexualisation on the 
woman – she is just free.
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