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Part I: Evidence
Examples in the culture
APA Task Force charge
Definition of “Sexualization”
Sources of Sexualization

1. Media
2. Products
3. Other people
4. Girls themselves
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APA Task Force on the
Sexualization of Girls

• Formed by recommendation of the American 
Psychological Association's Committee on 
Women in Psychology (CWP)

• Established Feb 2005
• Charge:  "Examine and summarize the best 

psychological theory, research, and clinical 
experience addressing the sexualization of girls, 
including the prevalence of these messages and 
their impact on girls."

• Report released Feb 19, 2007
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Definition of Sexualization
• Value comes primarily from sexual appeal or 

behavior
• Narrow standard of physical attractiveness 

equated with being sexy
• Sexually objectified; that is, made into a passive 

thing for others’ sexual use or commodification
• Sexuality imposed inappropriately
• NOT sexuality in general

– e.g., age-appropriate exposure to information about 
sexuality is generally healthy

Sources of Sexualization

• Multiple sources of sexualization
• Contribution by society/culture

– cultural norms and expectations transmitted
– especially through media
– also advertising, products

• Interpersonal contribution
– girls treated as sexual objects by family, peers, others

• Self-sexualization
– girls learn that sexualized behavior and appearance are 

valued and rewarded by people important to them
– they internalize these standards
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Valued only for Sexuality

Narrow Standard and 
Objectification
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Inappropriate Imposition

• "striptease," "owner of the most talked about breasts," 
"booters with hooters"
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Media Studies

• Pervasive sexualization of girls and women, in 
every media format studied
– television, music videos, music lyrics, cartoons, 

magazines, sports media, video games, internet, 
advertising

• Most did not look specifically at girls/children
– but girls use portrayals of older teens and women as 

models
– so research on young women is highly relevant
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Television
• Female characters more likely than male 

characters to be provocatively dressed 
• One study found 11.5% of sexual comments were 

sexually objectifying
– almost all were about women

• Another study looked at 81 TV episodes
– 84% had an incident of sexual harassment
– average number per episode: 3.4
– sexist comments (calling women broad, bimbo, dumb 

ass)
– sexual comments (referring to body parts, e.g. jugs, 

knockers, hooters)

Music Videos

• High levels of sexual content, and much of 
it sexually objectifies women
– Women dressed in provocative clothing
– Serve as decorative objects
– Portrayed as being sexually available

• Not just rap or hip-hop
– also country music videos
– music videos shown on MTV
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Music Lyrics
• Fewer systematic studies
• But a recent (2006) study of 164 songs by 16 

popular artists
– 15% of lyrics sexually degraded women

• "So blow me bitch I don't rock for cancer! I rock 
for the cash and the topless dancers" (Kid Rock, 
1998)

• "Dont'cha wish your girlfriend was hot like me?" 
(Pussycat Dolls, 2005)

• "I tell the hos all the time, Bitch get in my car" (50 
Cent, 2005)

• "Ho shake your ass" (Ying Yang Twins, 2003)

Products: Bratz Dolls
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Response from Larian 

• Isaac Larian, head of MGA Entertainment
• "it's a bunch of garbage. Bratz dolls . . . 

promote diversity, they promote playing 
sports, they promote saving the planet. If 
plastic toys are setting up the morality of this 
world we are all in big trouble"

• "I don't have a problem with my nieces or my 
children wearing the same clothes because 
there's nothing wrong with them."

A Parent Responds
One of my daughters and I were riding the 
street car in Berlin, Germany, when I noticed 
we had entered an area where prostitutes 
solicit openly. My then 7-year-old daughter 
was enchanted by one of these women, who 
had very long hair and wore thigh-high vinyl 
boots. 
"Mommy," my daughter sighed reverently, 
"she's so pretty. She looks just like a Bratz 
doll.”

Denver Post, 3/07



14

Barbie Responds

• "Bling Bling" and "My Scene" Barbie

Trolls dolls (60s/70s)
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Trollz dolls (2006)

Halloween Costumes
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Other Products

• Cosmetics/perfume for younger and 
younger girls

• T-shirts with inappropriate messages

Is Sexualization Increasing?

• Dior ads, Trollz suggest sexualization of girls may 
be increasing

• Virtually every study we reviewed that looked at 
change over time in sexualization of women found 
an increase

• Only one study looked at change over time in 
sexualization of girls
– magazine advertisements
– number of sexualizing ads increased, over a 4 decade 

period
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Other Contributions

• Parents, peers, teachers/schools can all 
contribute to sexualization
– Of course, they can also work to counteract it

• Self-sexualization
– girls can present themselves in a limited, 

sexualized way

Part II: Consequences
How and why does culture get internalized?
Impact on Girls’ Health and Wellbeing
Impact on Others
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Mechanisms

1. Socialization 
2. Cultural milieu
3. Cognitive schemas
4. Boundary crossing, trauma, early exposure 

to adult sexual material
5. Self-Objectification

Sexual Objectification

• Our culture is saturated with heterosexuality 
(Karen Horney)

• One indicator of this = sexualized evaluation of 
girls and women

• Sexual objectificationoccurs when a person’s 
body or body parts are separated out from her 
person, when a person’s body is commodified for 
others’ consumption or use
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Objectification Theory
Fredrickson & Roberts (1997)

• Sexualized evaluation of women’s bodies 
occurs with “tremendous variety and 
monotonous similarity”

• Culturally-specific,
narrow definitions
of beauty for women

Self-Objectification

• Girls exist in a culture of 
sexually objectified female
bodies. 
• Girls internalize a third-
person view, constantly 
assessing their bodies’ worth
as a sexy object.
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Why do girls self-objectify?

• Positive feedback from culture if you meet 
the standards

• “Eye-catching” women get the goods!
– Interpersonal outcomes
– Achievement outcomes

• ie. Physical attractiveness functions as a 
kind of “currency” for women 

(Beauty = sexy = power)

Impact on Girls’ 
Health and Well-Being
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Cognitive and Physical 
Functioning Consequences

• Chronic attention to physical appearance 
leaves fewer cognitive resources available 
for other mental and physical activities.

Math Performance
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“Throwing Like a Girl”

• Study: Anglo and African American girls 
with a more self-objectified view of their 
bodies threw a softball less                 
effectively.

Since physical activity
leads to better overall health,
sexualization keeps girls “in 
their place,” limiting their 
movement in the world.

Body Dissatisfaction

Constant monitoring of appearance leads to:

-- Feelings of shame about one’s body (failure to 
live up to idealized standards)

-- Anxiety about who/when/where one’s body 
will be evaluated or exposed

-- Even disgust and revulsion toward one’s own 
body
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Media Exposure Studies

38 experiments, 
32 surveys, 
2 interviews…

RESULTS:
Young women and girls exposed to beauty ideals 
in fashion magazines and t.v. are less satisfied 
with their bodies.
For both white and Black teens, the more they 
idealizet.v. images, the more dissatisfied they are 
with their bodies.
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Consequences for Mental Health

Frequent exposure to cultural beauty ideals 
demonstrated in numerous studies to be 
associated with:

-- Increased eating disorders
-- Lower self-esteem
-- Higher rates of depressive symptoms

Consequences for 
Physical Health

• Link between body dissatisfaction and onset 
of cigarette smoking.

• Girls with higher                                         
self-objectification are                                  
more likely to smoke.

• Emphasis in advertising                           
that smoking helps                               
control weight.                                          
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Plastic Surgery
15% increase from 2000-2005 in teen (< age 18) 

invasive surgery
7% increase in "minimally invasive" (e.g. chemical 

peel)

In 2003: 225,000 cosmetic procedures
performed on patients < 18,
and 40,000 of these were:
breast lifts, breast augmentation,
liposuction and tummy tucks.

Consequences for Sexuality

• Self-objectification among teen girls associated 
with decreased condom use and reduced sexual 
assertiveness.

• Sexualization experiences in girlhood may
negatively affect adult women’s sexuality via 
greater body discomfort and shame:

– Less likely to receive (not give) oral sex
– Lower sexual assertiveness
– Higher sexual risk-taking 
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Impact on Others

Boys and Men
Objectifying girls and women is integral to masculinity.

BUT these beliefs jeopardize boys’ and men’s ability to 
form intimate relationships with girls and women.

Exposure to pornography and objectifying
television programs leads males to:

-- use more sexual terms to describe
“women”

-- find real women less attractive

-- be less sexually attracted to their own
female partners
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Women
The sexualization of girls 
contributes to the idealization of 
youth as the only good and 
beautiful stage of life.

Sales of anti-aging beauty products
has reached 11 billion dollars.

Double-bind for adult women in 
the workplace:

Strive to look young to meet 
cultural sexualized ideals, yet 
competence and skills questioned 
because of youthful appearance.

Impact on Society
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Sexism

-- Adults and high schoolers exposed to sexualized 
and sexually objectifying mainstream media are 
more accepting of rape myths, sexual harassment, 
sex role stereotypes and and adversarial sexual 
beliefs about relationships.

-- Exposure to sexualized rap videos fosters negative 
perceptions of African-American women 
particularly.

-- Undergraduate males exposed to sexualized 
content behaved in a more sexist manner toward
female purported job applicants.

Girls’ Educational Success

Math is tough!

Let’s go
shopping!
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College women exposed to sexualized tv ads 
indicated less interest in math-science 
careers and endorsed lower leadership
aspirations.

ie. Sexualization may “prime” lower 
achievement orientation among girls and 
women.

S.T.E.M. -- girls start leaving these areas of 
study at puberty.

Violence and Exploitation
B. Paul (2004): Study of “barely legal” porn:
Viewing such pornography leads to stronger mental 

associations between neutral images of children and 
words related to sex.

Constant exposure to sexualized
images of girls may “train” us to
view girls as “seductive”.

Images of precocious sexuality in girls may
normalize child abuse, prostitution and
trafficking.
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Summary

The sexualization of girls has significant 
negative consequences for:

-- Girls themselves

-- Boys’ and adults’
relationships with girls

-- The society at large

Part III: Positive 
Alternatives

• Working through schools and formal 
education

• Working through the family and with 
parents

• Working with girls themselves
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Working through Schools

• Media literacy programs
– give children analytic tools that promote critical 

understanding
– create active interpreters rather than passive 

consumers

• Athletics
• Other extracurricular activities
• Comprehensive sexuality education

Working through Families

• Mediation and co-viewing
– parents can influence how children interpret 

sexual content

• Religion, spirituality, meditation
– focus off of the body and how it looks, onto 

deeper values

• Activism
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Recommendations for Parents 
and Caregivers

• Tune in and talk
– watch TV with your children; read their magazines; 

surf their websites
– really listen to what kids say

• Question choices
– explain why you don't like clothing that seems too sexy

• Speak up
– complain about products and media images that you 

don't like
– support companies that promote positive images of girls

Recommendations for Parents 
and Caregivers

• Understand
– it can be hard for teens to resist peer pressure to look a 

certain way
– remind your daughter often that you love her for who 

she is more than for how she looks

• Encourage
– participation in athletics or other activities

• Educate
– discuss sexuality with your children; otherwise they 

will learn only what the media present
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Recommendations for Parents 
and Caregivers

• Be real
– help your children focus on what's really important
– remind them that everyone's unique and it's wrong to 

judge people by their appearance

• Model
– notice what you buy and watch
– are you modeling the kind of woman you want your 

daughter, niece, or granddaughter to become?

Parents Resist
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Don't cha wish your girlfriend was hot like me?
Don't cha wish your girlfriend was a freak like me?
Don't cha wish your girlfriend was raw like me?
Don't cha wish your girlfriend was fun like me?

Pussycat Doll dolls…?

• Hasbro planned to market to 6-8 year olds
• Grass roots campaign led them to cancel planned 

line of dolls
– Dads and Daughters
– Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood
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Girl Themselves Resist:
Girlcott!

Teen girls in Pennsylvania organized to 
protest Abercrombie and Fitch t-shirt 
slogans.

A&F agreed to pull two from the shelves:
“Who Needs Brains When you Have These?”
“All Men like Tig Old Bitties”

For More Information
• www.apa.org

– www.apa.org/pi/wpo/sexualization.html

• Full report
• Executive summary
• Press release
• Tips for parents
• Links

– www.dadsanddaughters.org
– www.girlsinc.org
– seejane.org
– and others
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“To be naked is to be oneself. To be nude is to be
seen by others and yet not recognized for oneself. 
Nakedness reveals itself. Nudity is placed on
display.” - John Berger, 1972

Thank you!


