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D

espite the growing acceptance of the Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual and Transgendered (LGBT) community
in Canada, the LGBT consumer market remains vastly
unexploited relative to its size. A recent study by the
International Gay and Lesbian Chamber of Commerce and
the National Post pegged the buying power of the LGBT
community in Canada at just over $100 billion, which is
10% of the $1 trillion Canadian consumer market. The
LGBT market is bigger than any ethnic market in Canada,
and is fast approaching the size of the youth market. This
market size is particularly striking given that it is based
only on the 6% of the Canadian population that currently
self-reports as being LGBT. However, research suggests
that closer to 10% of the population is a member of the
LGBT community. Therefore, the current LGBT market is
projected to grow rapidly as more consumers feel comfortable
enough to ‘come out’ and publicly identify as being gay.
The value of the LGBT market is high not only because of the
sheer number of consumers but also because of the characteristics
of these consumers. A majority of gay couples live in a dualincome household with no children. As a result, 76% of LGBT
household incomes are above the national average, which fuels
their high level of disposable income. Because this market has been
underserved for so long, companies that have begun appealing
to these consumers have found them fiercely brand loyal, further
elevating the attractiveness of this market.
Only recently have some businesses identified to the tremendous
opportunity the gay community presents. By analyzing the
experiences of Subaru, Ford and TD Bank in the gay market,
other companies will discover how to effectively leverage the
lucrative LGBT segment in their own strategy. Although the risk
of alienating mainstream consumers as a result of appealing to the
gay community still exists, it is lessening in importance and there
are a few strategies companies can employ to mitigate potential
consumer backlash.
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The Case of Subaru and Ford
The automobile industry in North America has had a particularly
long and interesting history in regard to marketing to gay consumers.
In the early 1990s, Subaru established four distinct customer bases:
healthcare professionals, educators, IT professionals and outdoor
enthusiasts. Market research conducted in 1994 revealed that
Subaru had a fifth core base: lesbians. Further inquiry revealed that
these lesbian consumers were generally of a high socioeconomic
status with a very active lifestyle, which fit nicely with Subaru’s
value proposition. In 1996, Subaru decided to target the broader
LGBT community by being one of the first car companies to
advertise in gay and lesbian magazines. The brand’s definitive
slogan for the following decade became, “It’s not a choice. It’s the
way we’re built.” Subaru’s slogan is an excellent example of diction
that means one thing to mainstream consumers and another to
LGBT consumers – subtle brand messages help connect Subaru
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with the gay market. Additionally, the company hired openly
gay tennis star Martina Navratilova as its spokesperson. Subaru
also became a sponsor of many gay pride events at the state and
national level, and integrated diversity policies and benefits for
LGBT employees into its human resource strategy.

logical markets and mitigated potential consumer backlash on the
company as a whole. Furthermore, by placing advertisements in
the gay media as opposed to the mainstream media, Ford hedged
against this risk.

The Case of TD Bank

What stemmed from these strategies was the strongest growth in
the number of cars sold in the company’s American history. Prior
As a natural extension of its brand strategy centered on the slogan,
to 1996, Subaru’s unit sales in the United States had stagnated.
“Banking Can Be This Comfortable,” TD has taken a leadership
However, following the company’s decision to target the LGBT
role in the corporate diversity realm. In 2004, ‘promoting and
community, sales increased dramatically. From 1996 – 2003, Subaru’s
enhancing a supportive environment for LGBT customers and
compounded annual growth rate (CAGR) was an impressive 9%,
employees’ was made a strategic priority for the bank with the
compared to overall US auto sales at 1% in the same period. Now,
ultimate goal of making TD the
fifteen years later, the gay
bank and employer of choice
community remains one of
for the LGBT community. TD
Subaru’s most important
“The LGBT market is bigger than any
has partnered with a variety
consumer segments. Subaru’s
of external organizations to
ethnic market in Canada,
gay strategy extends well
show its support for the gay
beyond simply advertising
and is fast approaching the size of the
community – in 2005, TD
to the LGBT community – the
became a top sponsor of Pride
youth market.”
company has fully integrated
Toronto and the annual Toronto
gay-friendly policies into
Pride Parade. TD has also
most facets of its business.
launched a marketing strategy
that depicts the gay community in a realistic, non-stereotypical
In 2005, Ford began its advertising campaign targeted at the LGBT
way whilst emphasizing the bank’s ‘comfort’ appeal. Significantly,
community by pledging to donate $1000 to GLAAD (Gay and
these advertisements have been displayed through highly visible
Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation) for every Jaguar sold to a
avenues, including billboards and public transportation. These
member of the organization. Soon after, Ford started to market its
advertisements mark one of the first attempts by a Canadian
Land Rover and Volvo brands to the LGBT community through
company to target the LGBT community aggressively through
targeted channels in the gay media. That same year, while Ford
mainstream channels. However, it is important to note that this
sales as a whole dropped 5%, Land Rover sales rose 31% and
strategy has only been implemented thus far in downtown Toronto,
Volvo sales rose 15%. Ford is now considered one of the most gaywhere the attitude towards the gay community is particularly
friendly companies in North America, consistently topping the
positive.
Human Rights Commission’s list which ranks companies on their
diversity policies.
TD has garnered significant recognition for its efforts and according
to EVP of Commercial Banking, Paul Douglas, the bank’s approach
Ford’s approach to the Gay Dollar provides an excellent contrast
to diversity has had a marked effect on its employees. The number
to the approach taken by Subaru. While Subaru aligned its
of employees claiming same-sex benefits has increased 75% since
overall brand with being gay-friendly, Ford strategically aligned
2005 and employee turnover in Canada has dropped by over 5%.
only three of its brands – the brands that fit most effectively with
According to a study conducted by the University of California,
the discerning tastes and high incomes of the gay community.
Berkeley, workplaces that value diversity often experience a
In doing so, Ford effectively paired its products with the most
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tangible increase in employee morale that corresponds with
improved performance and dedication to the company. TD’s
integrated approach to the LGBT community has uniquely situated
the bank within the Canadian market and has positioned the
company to take full advantage of the Gay Dollar moving forward.

Who Should Seek the Gay Dollar?
In general, companies are faced with three options regarding the
Gay Dollar. First, the company can choose not to pursue it actively.
Second, the business may adopt the Subaru approach and broadly
pursue the gay market. Finally, a company can follow Ford and
TD’s example by selectively pursuing opportunities within the
LGBT community.
The decision to appeal to LGBT consumers – and how to appeal
to these consumers – must be informed by a company’s industry,
geography and industry position. Certain industries are more
conducive to gay marketing than others; however, companies must
be careful to not disregard opportunities based on stereotypes.
While it is true that industries such as fashion, travel, interior
design and fine dining appeal to gay males in general, there are
also opportunities present in less obvious industries such as cars
and banking.
In a general sense, the gay market can be used to increase sales
volume by tapping into an underserved consumer group, or
increase revenue per customer by leveraging the community’s
higher incomes. The importance of the first mover’s advantage
cannot be overstated: companies in industries yet to recognize
the importance of the Gay Dollar can gain tremendous loyalty
from LGBT consumers if they are the first to appeal to them. At
the same time, any company offering a product or service that
has ‘masculine’ connotations should exercise extreme caution in
this market, as appealing to LGBT consumers could weaken this
brand association. However, as society progresses, few industries
will remain that would not allow a company to create a successful
LGBT strategy. The experiences of IKEA illustrate this point
nicely: in 1994, Swedish home furnishing retailer IKEA received
bombs threats following the release of a television commercial that
featured a gay male couple. The company was quick to pull the
advertisement as a result of obvious safety concerns. In 2006, IKEA
launched another television campaign with a gay couple and no
such threats were made. The company has now advertised directly
to gay consumers quite successfully for the past five years.
Geography is also a critical consideration. Large cities are often
epicentres of the gay community (the highly populated cities of
New York and Los Angeles have among the highest proportion of
gay people in the US), and they typically contain citizens that are
more accepting of LGBT individuals. Companies should customize
their marketing strategies, as TD has done, to distinct geographies
by gauging the social climate and size of the gay community
within that city. Multinational corporations must be particularly
careful, as a gay-friendly brand association in North America could
severely damage the company in places where homosexuality is
considered taboo.
Finally, a company’s industry position is another significant factor.
Subaru was able to take a broader approach to targeting the gay
community in part because it was a niche player. Industry leaders,
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such as Ford, need to be more selective because they must satisfy
a broader market. Smaller companies may choose to pursue the
Gay Dollar as a key source of revenue, while larger companies
should strategically choose certain products and services to benefit
from the lucrative gay population. In the 1990s, AT&T – one of the
leaders in the telecom industry – launched a direct mail campaign
featuring a gay male couple as well as rainbow coloured telephone
cords. The company faced massive backlash from the religious
right in the US, and the controversy was covered in media around
the globe. Fearful of a widespread consumer boycott, AT&T
quickly pulled the advertisement. Companies must be careful to
not fall into this trap by being more subtle and strategic with their
approach to appealing to the gay market.
Perhaps most importantly, truly successful LGBT strategies
must include both internal and external corporate initiatives and
demonstrate genuine support for the gay community. After all,
while only 30% of the LGBT community’s purchasing decisions
are influenced by targeted advertisements, over 50% of the
community’s purchasing decisions are influenced by a company’s
employment practices and active promotion of gay-friendly
policies. Subaru, Ford and TD have been unwavering in their
social stance, and all three companies have forged community
partnerships and supported causes that gay people genuinely care
about. Furthermore, by explicitly integrating LGBT considerations
into employment policies, these companies have not only
strengthened their corporate culture but have also internalized the
message they espouse in their marketing campaigns. Companies
must be careful not to treat LGBT consumers as a homogenous
group, as there is a lot of diversity within the market itself. By
demonstrating an understanding of and appreciation for the
existence of subsets within the larger community, companies will
further showcase their genuineness and increase the effectiveness
of their efforts.
It is clear that the Gay Dollar offers incredible value to companies,
both in Canada and around the world. The only question is: who
will earn it?
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