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ABSTRACT 
This paper discusses the marketing of sex toys from 1910-2008, using a historical methodology. Advertisements for sex toys are situated in the frame of the general sexual product industry. The challenges that purveyors of sexual products, like Playboy, have faced from the early 20th century onwards are explored.  Historical and current advertisements are analyzed for their selling techniques and sexual content. Sex toy advertising is noted as being more direct than it was in the early 1900s, but most of these types of advertisements are only appearing in fringe, niche magazines. Home party sales recruitment brochures are analyzed and compared to recruitment ads for sex toy salesman in 1914. It is determined that very few sex toy companies have strong brands. 
INTRODUCTION: ADVERTISING A SOCIALLY UNACCEPTABLE PRODUCT
Advertising any product isn’t easy. Forty percent of new products fail [8]. Advertising an embarrassing product is even more difficult. Think of how disappointed a new copywriter would feel if his or her first client was Metamucil.  Female hygiene products were considered to be such a touchy subject that they weren’t advertised at all until 1920 [11]. Even when they were advertised, the ad copy was carefully worded so as not to offend delicate sensibilities. 

Any time a product with an embarrassing connotation is advertised, the advertiser faces an enormous challenge. The product must be described in enough detail so that the audience understands what is being advertised, but not so graphically that the audience stops paying attention to the message or, even worse, gets offended. The taboo nature of the topic may even explain why so few scholarly articles have been written on the marketing of sex toys.

 Erectile dysfunction drugs are an example of an embarrassing product that has been successfully advertised nationally without offending most television viewers. There are three main reasons why erectile dysfunction drug ads have been successful: the ads focus on the normalcy of an embarrassing problem, erectile dysfunction is framed mainly as a medical issue, not a primarily sexual or psychological one, and erectile dysfunction is not portrayed as emasculating. It helps that erectile dysfunction was recently re-branded by the medical community: "In 1992 a consensus conference officially labeled what used to be called impotence as 'erectile dysfunction' and as a biogenic rather than psychogenic problem. [2, p. 832].”

Millions of men take a pill to have an erection, and they are not ashamed of it, thanks to the power of advertising.  In fact, in Viagra’s first advertisements in 1998, they used elderly senator/pitchman Bob Dole,who claimed: “’It may take a little courage’...to acknowledge erectile dysfunction [6].” Viagra’s advertisements have changed the way that the world perceives male sexuality because a male deficiency (lack of erection) has been transformed into a medical condition that requires “courage” to discuss in public. Sales for Viagra in 2007 were estimated at $1.73 billion [26]. Naturally, the high profile marketing of women’s sexual products shouldn’t be far behind.  

Sexual Revolution 

The sexual revolution has entered a new stage. The battle for sexual freedom is no longer being fought by bra-burning zealots and gay rights activists; they have already won their victories. Now 47-year-old housewives are on the front-lines quietly exploring the wonders of the female orgasm with 10 of their best friends, in the comfort of their own home [10]. Monogamy is the new promiscuity and for a lot of men and women monogamy needs a little flavor to spice it up. This is where the booming sex toy business comes in. In no way has the taboo completely lifted. But sex toys have become plot lines in mainstream movies ––Maid of Honor, Choke–– and the Japanese-style vibrator––the Rabbit Pearl––has become world famous thanks to Sex and the City. 

Swinging, the practice of married couples swapping partners, is one way that married couples have decided to spice up their sex lives. In fact, there has been an increase in swingers in North America since the 1990s, to about three million in the early 2000s from one million in the early 1990s. However, the risks of swinging are so high, that only about one percent of the population engages in it. [20].  Sex is much more complicated when a third (or fourth or fifth) party is introduced into the mix. Sexual communes, where men and women engage in free sexual behavior without any societal restraints, are very enticing on paper, but very rarely do they actually work. Sex toys provide a different kind of sexual utopia. They give rise to the idea that staying with the same sexual partner your whole life can be wildly exciting provided you have enough gadgets and vibration devices and flavored lubricants. 

The products themselves are becoming more artful and less grossly realistic. Dildo design is no longer strictly the province of sleazy 40-year-old men; famous architects are now designing sexual stimulators. In London, dildos are sold in the upscale department store Selfridges as if they were Manolo Blahniks. Certain vibrators are now considered to be works of art: 

"Some toys, such as Shiri Zinn's crystal and bejeweled dildos, are rather baroque and reference imagined historical periods, particularly the Victorian and Art Nouveau or Art Deco eras, reanimating a form of sexual privacy that is highly aesthetic and hints at the forbidden [23, p. 178]."  

Marketing has played a key role in the transformation of the status of women’s sex products from embarrassing objects to sexually-empowering devices. Thirty second ads are still either too risky or too expensive for vibrator manufacturers; although, the sexual lubricant company KY Jelly has used TV commercials to sell its Yours, Mine, and Ours stimulant liquid and their warming liquid. The best marketing may, perhaps, involve just stocking the products on the shelves of mainstream stores. CVS and Walgreens are now carrying sex toys like vibrating rings, but are reluctant to discuss these lines [21].  And these products are not just collecting dust on Walgreens’ shelves: “K-Y's two-year-old warming lubricant line has been showing up in end-aisle displays and leading fairly robust 5.8% growth in the $87 million personal-lubricants business [12].”

A variety of selling techniques have sprung up around female sex devices. Educational seminars on the utility of vibrators and sex swings are used as a selling tool by some women-run sex toy stores. Sex toys are sold like Tupperware at parties held in women’s houses throughout the United States, Canada, and parts of England. 
Print advertisements are rarely used by sex toy companies, in favor of editorial mentions, partly because women usually buy sex toys at home parties, so a direct appeal to purchase a specific product would probably not influence buying behavior. Magazines such as Marie Claire, Redbook, and Self  [7][18] have articles and reviews about sex toys that provide the manufacturing companies with free PR and mainstream cache, such as Redbook’s November 2006 article entitled “The Shy Girl’s Guide to Sex Toys,” which entreats women to try the Pocket Rocket vibrator, the Dolphin ring, and ice cubes (as a free alternative).  Vibrators have been featured on many television shows. Star Jones has endorsed a vibrator on her TV show, The View. Sex guru Sue Johanson reviews vibrators every week on her Sunday Night Sex Show on the Oxygen Channel.

Previous sexual revolutions have eschewed commercialism. That is why they didn’t last. Freedom and commercialism are intimately intertwined. The only way that women are going to have a true sexual freedom is by using their spending power to dictate what products are sold, how they are sold, and where they are sold. Some women are gaining the freedom to stay at home with their kids without foregoing an incredible career by becoming sex toy party hosts. Sex toy boutiques like Good Vibrations in San Francisco, California, and Forbidden Fruit in Austin, Texas, are an auspicious beginning: “Indeed Good Vibrations demonstrates that eros is instrumental knowledge and as American as apple pie [4, p. 6].” A true liberation would be the development of a chain of respectable sex toy stores, a vibrator aisle in Target, and a Nicole Kidman-branded clitoral stimulator. 

Sex is at the core of the human experience. Sex is celebrated and vilified but is never ignored. Because it is such a polarizing subject, it deserves serious study. Vibrators and lubricants may not scream “serious” to 99.99% of the population, but they are intimately connected with female sexuality, a riddle that has never (and may never be) solved. Since antiquity, women have been a puzzle. A peek into their most intimate purchase may provide a few insights into the mysterious beast that is the human female. 


Conclusion

Sex toy advertising has gradually become more sophisticated over the past 90 years, but it has not matured to the point where it would be considered normal to view a dildo ad during an ABC News Broadcast. Because vibrators and lubricants are “ethically-challenged products,” they cannot be marketed without fear of a backlash. However, Viagra would have been considered an ethically-challenged product as recently as 1995. Mores are capable of shifting quickly. 

Sure, sex saturates advertising in campaigns for cars, beer, and clothing. So, it would logically follow that sexual themes would be used to sell sex. But ads for sex products are only accepted by the general public if they de-emphasize the sexual nature of the product. Durex realizes this; the rest of the sex toy marketers need to catch up. If they do, we might be seeing ads for dildos running during American Idol.
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