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1. problem statement

Research on homosexual consumption began in 
the 1990s in the US when gays and lesbians were 
identified as a viable market segment and marke-
ters started to specifically target homosexuals.1 
During this time the stereotype of the “typical 
homosexual”, i.e. white male, well-educated, high 
discretionary income with expensive tastes, a he-
donistic lifestyle (including travel, theatre, art, 
gourmet food) and high fashion-consciousness, 
was manifested. Rigdon called the gays and lesbi-
ans market a “dream market” in a widely quoted 
article in the Wall Street Journal which stressed 
the enormous marketing opportunities for com-
panies.2 Since then marketers have largely targe-
ted the homosexual market with specific gay and 
lesbian marketing. However, it is questionable if 
the homosexual market is truly a dream market 
and expenditures on specific marketing efforts are 
justified. We believe that the attractiveness of the 
homosexual market segment is largely overstated 
due to the generalisation of the homosexual ste-
reotype that does not represent the majority of 
the homosexual population. 

2. The homosexual “dream market”

The major reason for the homosexual market to 
be called a dream market with large opportuni-
ties is due to its mere size. In 1990, Rigdon esti-
mated the US homosexual market at 382 billion 
US Dollars.3 More than 30 years later Witeck-
Combs estimated the homosexual buying power 
at 835 billion US Dollars.4 There are two ma-

1 Miller, C. (1992): Mainstream marketers decide time is right to 
target gays. In: Marketing News, 20 July, p.8. Schwartz, J. (1992): 
Gay consumers come out spending, American Demographer, Vol. 
14, April, p. 10.

2 Rigdon, J. E. (1991): Overcoming a deep-rooted reluctance, more 
firms advertise to gay community. In: Wall Street Journal, 18 July, 
p. B1.

3 Ibid.

4 Witeck Combs (2007): Buying power of U.S. gays and lesbians 
to exceed $835 billion by 2011, http://www.witeckcombs.com/
news/releases/20070125_buyingpower.pdf, 08.01.2013.

jor drivers for this: the amount of homosexuals 
and their average income. Studies regarding the 
amount of homosexuals in society vary between 
1% to 20% - mainly depending on the definiti-
on of gay/lesbian and on the market research 
methods used. In Western countries the widely 
accepted assumption is that there are around 9% 
gays and 4.5% lesbians, i.e. around 6.75% of the 
general public.5 Based on the German populati-
on, that makes almost 4 million potential custo-
mers (in the relevant age group between 15 and 
65). In addition to the size, homosexuals are also 
considered to be more affluent than heterosexu-
als. Early research in the 1990s has already found 
gay/lesbian consumers’ income to be higher than 
that of heterosexuals. A widely recognized study 
by Simmons Market Research Bureau analysed 
the readership of eight of the leading gay news-
papers in the US and found that the average in-
dividual income was 55,430 US Dollars for the 
readers as compared to census figures of 32,114 
US Dollars for heterosexuals.6 This is also confir-
med by more recent research: The OpusComm 
Group states that the average household income 
of homosexual couples is 60% higher than he-
terosexual couples.7 Homosexuals are considered 
to be twice as likely to have an individual income 
exceeding 60,000 US Dollars, and twice as likely 
to have a household income of 250,000 US Dol-
lars or more.8 In Germany EuroGay and Emnid 
found out that over one third of gays earn more 

5 Stuber, M.; Iltgen, A. (2002): Gay Marketing – Von  der neuen 
Offenheit profitieren, Luchterhand, Munich, p. 72.

6 Miller, C. (1990): Gays are affluent but often overlooked market. 
In: Marketing News, 24 December, p.2. Penaloza, L. (1996): 
We’re here, we’re queer, and we’re going shopping! A critical 
perspective on the accommodation of gays and lesbians in the 
United States marketplace. In: Journal of Homosexuality, Vol. 31, 
No. 1/2, p. 25.

7 Ms Queer (2008): Gay buying power – a force to be reckoned 
with, http://msqueer.wordpress.com/2008/08/24/gay-buying-po-
wer-a-force-to-be-reckoned-with/, 08.01.2013. 

8 Winmark (2010): Winmark Concepts Inc. celebrates 20th anni-
versary, http://www.gaydata.com/gaynews2010/winmark.html, 
08.01.2013.
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than 3000 € net per month.9 Better education is 
considered the main rationale for the higher in-
come. In the US, evidence based on year 2000 
census data shows that 28% of male heterosexuals 
and 26% of female heterosexuals (living as cou-
ples) hold a Bachelor degree or higher, compared 
to 43% of gays and 43% of lesbians (living in a 
partnership).10 Lisa Penaloza found out that 56% 
of gays/lesbians had professional and managerial 
jobs, compared to 16% of heterosexuals”.11

In addition to higher income and better 
education, homosexuals appear to be trendier, 
show higher brand affinity and are more fashi-
on-conscious than heterosexuals. Homosexuals’ 
consumption, especially on premium products 
such as travel, books, music, film and theatre, 
cosmetics, perfumes, and clothing, is greater 
than for non-gays.12 Homosexuals seem to have 
a higher fashion interest and fashion awareness 
than their heterosexual counterparts – they also 
prefer rather trendy and innovative styles compa-
red to heterosexuals.13 Gays who are active in the 
gay community express their identity through a 
common style, which is often enriched with mar-
ker goods or brands that signify membership of 
the gay subculture and distance themselves from 
the mainstream culture.14 Specific brands such as 
Levi’s, Diesel, Calvin Klein and Miller Lite are 
trend labels of the gay community – also because 
these brands are considered to be “gay-friendly”, 
e.g. they advertise in mainstream media with gay 

9 Schrader, M.; Koehler, J. (2001): Exoten, witzig und wohlhabend. 
In: Der Spiegel, No. 13, p. 81.

10 Black, D.A.; Sanders, S.G.; Taylor L.J. (2007): The economics of 
lesbian and gay families. In: The Journal of Economic Perspectives, 
Vol. 21, No. 2, p. 64.

11 Yankelovich (1994): Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual Monitor Survey. Yanke-
lovich and Associates, New York, cited in: Penaloza, L. (1996): op 
cit., pp. 25-26.

12 Miller C. (1992): op cit., p.8.

13 Sha, O.; Aung, M.; Londerville, J.; Ralston, C.E. (2007): Under-
standing gay consumer’s clothing involvement and fashion consci-
ousness. In: International Journal of Consumer Studies, Vol. 31, 
No. 5, p. 453.

14 Kates, S.M. (2002): The protean quality of subcultural consump-
tion: an ethnographic account of gay consumers. In: Journal of 
Consumer Research, Vol. 29, No. 3, pp.393-399.

themes, sponsor gay and lesbian events and have 
corporate employment policies towards gay and 
lesbian employees.15 Since physical attractiveness 
plays a major role in partner selection, gays enga-
ge in a high aesthetic bodily competition where 
being fit, attractive, shaved and fashionably atti-
red (e.g. tight and fitted styles) is key for success.16

Finally, homosexuals are also an attractive 
market segment because they are open to be tar-
geted by gay and lesbian marketing. Advertising 
research has shown that homosexuals show a 
stronger positive response to gay-and-lesbian-
themed ads than to heterosexual-themed ads.17

3. The reality about the homosexual 
“dream market”

The enthusiasm of marketers to target gay and 
lesbians due to the financial opportunities has 
continued since its beginnings in the 1990s. We 
believe that the attractiveness of the market is 
exaggerated and its potential therefore oversta-
ted.  Although there is no reliable data on the 
amount of homosexuals, the widely quoted 
9% for gays and 4.5% for lesbians seems to be 
a valid assumption. However, just to name one 
contradicting example: a representative study 
in 2001 for the German market was conducted 
by EuroGay and Emnid that identified only 

15 Rodkin, D. (1990): Untapped niche offers markets brand loyalty: 
gay consumers favour companies that don’t exclude them. In: 
Advertising Age, Vol. 61, p. 2. Gudelunas, D. (2011): Consumer 
myths and the gay men and women who believe them: a quali-
tative look at movements and markets, Psychology & Marketing, 
Vol. 28, No. 1, p. 65.

16 Kates, S.M. (2002): The protean quality of subcultural consump-
tion: an ethnographic account of gay consumers. In: Journal of 
Consumer Research, Vol. 29, No. 3, pp.389-399. Schofield, K.; 
Schmidt, R.Ä. (2005): Fashion and clothing: the construction and 
communication of gay identities. In: International Journal of Retail 
and Distribution Management, Vol. 33, No. 4, pp. 320-321. 

17 Puntoni, S.; Vanhamme, J.; Visscher, R. (2011): Two birds and one 
stone: purposeful polysemy in minority targeting and advertising 
evaluations. In: Journal of Advertising, Vol. 40, No. 1, pp. 25-41. 
Oakenfull, G.K.; McCarthy, M.S.; Greenlee, T.B. (2008): Targeting 
a minority without alienating the majority: advertising to gays and 
lesbians in mainstream media. In: Journal of Advertising Research, 
Vol. 48, No.2, pp. 191-198.
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1.3%/2.7% of gays and 0.6%/3.5% of lesbians.18  
Therefore, the estimated market size of the ho-
mosexual market could be lower (or also higher) 
than the 6.75%. 

The long prevailing “affluence myth” 19 of ho-
mosexuals still remains. Newer research howev-
er shows that the widely acknowledged fact that 
gay and lesbians earn more than their heterosex-
ual counterparts does not hold true: three sep-
arately conducted representative studies in the 
US and the UK come to the result that gay men 
earn less than heterosexual men, but lesbian fe-
males earn more than female heterosexuals.20 
Reza Arabsheibani, Alan Marin and Jonathan 
Wadsworth have found that gay men in couples 
earn 6% less than comparable heterosexual men 
and are less likely to be in work. In contrast, les-
bian women in couples are paid 11% more than 
comparable heterosexual women and are con-
siderably more likely to be in work.21 This out-
come can be partly explained by the fact, that 
although gay men are better educated than het-
erosexual men, they tend not to be not employed 
in traditional high-paid jobs (e.g. business, law, 
IT). The higher income of lesbian women can be 
interpreted that lesbians realize early in life they 
will not marry and form a traditional household 
and therefore invest more in market-oriented 
human capital than women which adopt a tra-
ditional gender-based household specialization. 

18 Schrader, M.; Koehler, J. (2001): op cit., pp. 80-81. 1.3% of the 
interviewed men claim to be gay and 0.6% of the interviewed 
women claim to be lebian. However, based on the question “to 
what extent are you erotically attracted by an attractive male/
female” 2.7% of men and 3.5% of women would be considered 
to be gay or lesbian.

19 Wan-Hsiu, S.T. (2011): How minority consumers use targeted 
advertising as pathways to self empowerment – gay men’s and 
lesbians’ reading of out-of-the-closet advertising. In: Journal of 
Advertising, Vol. 40, No. 3, pp. 89.

20 Arabsheibani, R.; Marin, A.; Wadsworth, J. (2006): Gay pay in 
the UK, http://cep.lse.ac.uk/centrepiece/v11i1/arabsheibani_ma-
rin_wadsworth.pdf, 08.01.2013. Black, D.A.; Sanders, S.G.; 
Taylor L.J. (2007): The economics of lesbian and gay families. In: 
The Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 21, No. 2, pp. 65-66. 
Clark, J. (2010): The truth about gay and lesbian income, http://
www.freakonomics.com/2010/12/17/the-truth-about-gay-and-
lesbian-income/, 08.01.2013.

21 Arabsheibani, R.; Marin, A.; Wadsworth, J. (2006): op cit.

This results in not only a higher educational lev-
el but also in a higher income.22

The myth of homosexuals who are trendier, 
show higher brand affinity and are more fash-
ion-conscious than heterosexuals is based on the 
typical gay stereotype: gays who live a hedonis-
tic lifestyle, have expensive tastes and are active 
in the gay community. Although this stereotype 
does exist, it is not the majority of homosexuals. 
A study by Kate Schofield and Ruth Ä. Schmidt 
analysed the gay fashion consumption and found 
out that some gays dress according to the expect-
ed styles “drag” (feminine style) and “aesthete 
dress” (tight and fitted style), however a large part 
just follow the mainstream male fashion similar 
to heterosexual men. The authors of this article 
found similar results in an empirical study on gay 
and lesbian clothing consumption conducted in 
June 2011 with 879 homosexuals (and a control 
group of 210 heterosexuals) in Germany.23 72% 
of lesbians and 51% of gays show only a low or 
average trend-and fashion-consciousness. In ad-
dition, homosexuals do not have a higher will-
ingness-to-pay for clothing than heterosexuals. 
The acceptance of marketing activities targeted 
directly to homosexuals is rather low with non-
scene-affine gays. Only homosexuals with a high-
er affinity to the gay community are open to gay 
marketing. In summary, it seems that the homo-
sexual dream market seems to be not more attrac-
tive than the heterosexual market.

4. conclusion

The homosexual market has been recognized as a 
financially attractive market and a large amount 
of marketing efforts have been undertaken to cap-
ture the potential of this market. Companies such 
as Philip Morris, Kodak, IBM, Ikea, Subaru and 

22 Black, D.A.; Sanders, S.G.; Taylor L.J. (2007): op cit., pp. 53-70.

23 Braun, K.; Cleff, T.; Walter, N. (2013): Rich and trendy – a compa-
rative study of gay and lesbian fashion consumption behaviour, 
unpublished working paper. 
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Absolut Vodka have tried to target homosexuals 
particularly, but not all were successful.24 The rea-
son for their failure may very well lie in the design 
or execution of the marketing approach. How- 
ever, the overestimation of the attractiveness of 
the segment and their purchasing ability might as 
well have been a cause. Companies should care-
fully consider particular marketing expenditures 
on the homosexual target segment and not expect 
miraculous returns, since the segment may – at 
least financially – not be considerably more at-
tractive than the heterosexual segment. 

24 Tuten, T.L. (2006): Exploring the importance of gay-friendliness 
and its socialization influences. In: Journal of Marketing Commu-
nications, Vol. 12, No. 2, p. 81.
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