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Preface

t the recommendation of the American

Psychological Association (APA) Committee on

Women in Psychology (CWP) and with the
approval of the Board for the Advancement of Psychology
in the Public Interest (BAPPI) and the Board of Directors,
APA’s Council of Representatives established the Task
Force on the Sexualization of Girls in February 2005.
The Council charged the task force as follows:

The Task Force will examine and summarize the best
psychological theory, research, and clinical experience
addressing the sexualization of girls via media and other
cultural messages, including the prevalence of these
messages and their impact on girls, and include attention to
the role and impact of race/ethnicity and socioeconomic
status. The Task Force will produce a report, including
recommendations for research, practice, education and
training, policy, and public awareness.

APA has long been involved in issues related to
the impact of media content on children. In 1994, APA
adopted a policy resolution onViolence in Mass Media,
which updated and expanded an earlier resolution on
televised violence. In 2004, the APA Task Force on
Advertising and Children produced a report examining
broad issues related to advertising to children. That report
provided recommendations to restrict advertising that is
primarily directed at young children and to include
developmentally appropriate disclaimers in advertising.
The report also included recommendations regarding
research, applied psychology, industry practices, media
literacy, advertising, and schools. The sexualization of
girls in advertising was outside the scope of that report,
however, and the issue was therefore not addressed. In
2005, APA adopted the policy resolution onViolence in
Video Games and Interactive Media, which documented
the negative impact of exposure to violent interactive
media on children and youth and called for the

reduction of violence in these media. These resolutions
and reports addressed how violent media and advertising
affect children and youth, but they did not address the
issue of sexualization.

BAPPI appointed six psychologists plus a public
member to the Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls:
Eileen L. Zurbriggen, PhD (Chair); Rebecca L. Collins,
PhD; Sharon Lamb, EdD; Tomi-Ann Roberts, PhD;
Deborah L. Tolman, EdD; L. Monique Ward, PhD; and
Jeanne Blake (Public Member, Blake Works, Inc.). Jessica
Henderson Daniel, PhD, served as liaison from the Board
of Directors. Janet Shibley Hyde, PhD, and Louise B.
Silverstein, PhD, served as liaisons from CWP.

Task force members are indebted to the following
individuals for their thoughtful reviews and comments on
earlier versions of this report: Denise Alston, PhD;Toni
Antonucci, PhD; Thema Bryant-Davis, PhD; Bonita Cade,
PhD; Joan Chrisler, PhD; Ellen Cole, PhD; Lillian
Comas-Diaz, PhD; Deborah Cox, PhD; Jessica Henderson
Daniel, PhD; Melissa Farley, PhD; Barbara Fiese, PhD;
Jennifer Gibson, PhD; Mary Gregerson, PhD; Janet Shibley
Hyde, PhD; Lisa Jaycox, PhD; Joe Kelly; Susan Linn, EdD;
Jeanne Marecek, PhD; Susan Newcomer, PhD; Jaquelyn
Resnick, PhD; Glenda Russell, PhD; Julia da Silva;

Louise Silverstein, PhD; Catherine Steiner-Adair, EdD;
Lisa Thomas, PhD; and Maryanne Watson, PhD.

The task force also expresses its appreciation to
Gwendolyn Puryear Keita, PhD (Executive Director, Public
Interest Directorate), for her guidance and support. APA
staff who worked with and supported the task force in
developing this report include Leslie A. Cameron, Gabriel
H. J. Twose, and Tanya L. Burrwell. Gabriele McCormick
assisted in the preparation of the draft. \Women’s Programs
Office intern Ashley Byrd and visiting middle-school
student Alexis Hicks also provided helpful comments.
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Report of the Task Force on
the Sexualization of Girls

Introduction

here are many examples of the sexualization of girls

and girlhood in U.S. culture. Toy manufacturers pro-

duce dolls wearing black leather miniskirts, feather
boas, and thigh-high boots and market them to 8- to 12-
year-old girls (LaFerla, 2003). Clothing stores sell thongs sized
for 7— to 10-year-old girls (R. Brooks, 2006; Cook & Kaiser,
2004), some printed with slogans such as “eye candy” or
“wink wink” (Cook & Kaiser, 2004; Haynes, 2005; Levy,
2005a; Merskin, 2004); other thongs sized for women and
late adolescent girls are imprinted with characters from Dr.
Seuss and the Muppets (e.g., see Www.princesscassie.com/
children/cat.shtml) (Levy, 2005a; Pollett & Hurwitz, 2004). In
the world of child beauty pageants, 5-year-old girls wear fake
teeth, hair extensions, and makeup and are encouraged to
“flirt” onstage by batting their long, false eyelashes (Cookson,
2001). On prime-time television, girls can watch fashion
shows in which models made to resembile little girls wear
sexy lingerie (e.g., the CBS broadcast of Victoria’s Secret
Fashion Show on December 6, 2005). Journalists, child
advocacy organizations, parents, and psychologists have
become alarmed, arguing that the sexualization of girls is a
broad and increasing problem and is harmful to girls (Bloom,
2004;“Buying Into Sexy;” 2005; Dalton, 2005; Lamb &
Brown, 2006; Levin, 2005; Levy, 2005g; Linn, 2004; Pollet &
Hurwitz, 2004; Schor, 2004).

The Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls was formed
in response to these expressions of public concern. In this
report, we examine and summarize psychological theory,
research, and clinical experience addressing the sexualization
of girls.\We (a) define sexualization; (b) examine the preva-
lence and provide examples of sexualization in society and in
cultural institutions, as well as interpersonally and intrapsychi-
cally; (c) evaluate the evidence suggesting that sexualization
has negative consequences for girls and for the rest of society;
and (d) describe positive alternatives that may help counteract
the influence of sexualization.

Definition

There are several components to sexualization, and these
set it apart from healthy sexuality. Healthy sexuality is an
important component of both physical and mental health,
fosters intimacy, bonding, and shared pleasure, and involves
mutual respect between consenting partners (Satcher, 2001;
Sexuality Information and Education Council of the
United States [SIECUS], 2004). In contrast, sexualization
occurs when

e aperson’s value comes only from his or her sexual appeal
or behavior, to the exclusion of other characteristics;

» aperson is held to a standard that equates physical
attractiveness (narrowly defined) with being sexy;

e a person is sexually objectified—that is, made into a
thing for others’ sexual use, rather than seen as a person
with the capacity for independent action and decision
making; and/or

e sexuality is inappropriately imposed upon a person.

All four conditions need not be present; any one is an
indication of sexualization. Much of the evidence that we
evaluate in this report is specific to the third condition—
sexual objectification. The fourth condition (the inappro-
priate imposition of sexuality) is especially relevant to chil-
dren. Anyone (girls, boys, men, women) can be sexualized.
But when children are imbued with adult sexuality, it is
often imposed upon them rather than chosen by them.
Self-motivated sexual exploration, on the other hand, is not
sexualization by our definition, nor is age-appropriate
exposure to information about sexuality.

We view the sexualization of girls as occurring along a
continuum, with sexualized evaluation (e.g., looking at
someone in a sexual way) at the less extreme end, and sex-
ual exploitation, such as trafficking or abuse, at the more
extreme end.We offer several examples of the sexualization
of girls to clarify our definition:

* Imagine a 5-year-old girl walking through a mall
wearing a short T-shirt that says “Flirt.”

e Consider the instructions given in magazines to
preadolescent girls on how to look sexy and get a
boyfriend by losing 10 pounds and straightening
their hair.

Report of the APA Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls




e Envision a soccer team of adolescent girls whose sex
appeal is emphasized by their coach or a local journalist
to attract fans.

e Think of print advertisements that portray women as
little girls, with pigtails and ruffles, in adult sexual poses.

These examples illustrate different aspects of our definition
of sexualization. In the first example, we are concerned
with the imbuing of adult sexuality upon a child. In the
second, we are reminded that a specific and virtually
unattainable physical appearance constitutes sexiness for
women and girls in our society. In the third, we see that
sexuality is valued over other more relevant characteristics,
such as the girls’ athletic abilities. In addition, the girls are
being sexually objectified. In the fourth example, the adult
models are sexually objectified and the distinction between
adults and children is blurred, thus sexualizing girlhood.

Sexualization may be especially problematic when it
happens to youth. Developing a sense of oneself as a
sexual being is an important task of adolescence (Adelson,
1980; Arnett, 2000; W. A. Collins & Sroufe, 1999), but
sexualization may make this task more difficult. Indeed,
Tolman (2002) argued that in the current environment,
teen girls are encouraged to look sexy, yet they know little
about what it means to be sexual, to have sexual desires,
and to make rational and responsible decisions about
pleasure and risk within intimate relationships that
acknowledge their own desires. Younger girls imbued
with adult sexuality may seem sexually appealing, and
this may suggest their sexual availability and status as
appropriate sexual objects. Concomitantly, women are
often considered sexy only when they appear young, thus
blurring the line between who is and is not sexually
mature (Cook & Kaiser, 2004).

Scope of This Report

We propose that the sexualization of girls occurs within
three interrelated spheres.:

e The contribution by society—that is, the cultural’ norms,
expectations, and values that are communicated in
myriad ways, including through the media. A culture
can be infused with sexualized representations of girls
and women, suggesting that such sexualization is good
and normal.

e An interpersonal contribution—Girls can be treated as,
and encouraged to be, sexual objects by family, peers,
and others.

o Self-sexualization—Girls may treat and experience
themselves as sexual objects (Fredrickson & Roberts,
1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996). If girls learn that
sexualized behavior and appearance are approved of
and rewarded by society and by the people (e.g., peers)
whose opinions matter most to them, they are likely
to internalize these standards, thus engaging in
self-sexualization.

We review evidence concerning the prevalence of the
sexualization of girls and women in each of these three
spheres. We also review evidence that links sexualization to
a variety of harmful consequences. These consequences
include harm to the sexualized individuals themselves, to
their interpersonal relationships, and to society. For exam-
ple, there is evidence that sexualization contributes to
impaired cognitive performance in college-aged women,
and related research suggests that viewing material that is
sexually objectifying can contribute to body dissatisfaction,
eating disorders, low self-esteem, depressive affect, and even
physical health problems in high-school-aged girls and in
young women. The sexualization of girls may not only
reflect sexist attitudes, a societal tolerance of sexual vio-
lence, and the exploitation of girls and women but may
also contribute to these phenomena.

*Although there are many sociocultural groups in the United States, most people, in particular young people, receive a great deal of exposure to what is
often referred to as the “dominant” U.S. culture (White, middle-to-upper-class, young-to-middle-aged, heterosexual). One especially salient dimension of
this dominant culture is “pop” (or popular) culture. For the purposes of this report, culture and cultural generally refer to this dominant culture.
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Much of the research reviewed in this report concerns
the sexualization of women (college age and older) rather
than girls.2 One reason for this is the paucity of research
specifically on the sexualization of girls—research that is
urgently needed. However, research on both the prevalence
and the effects of the sexualization of women is highly
relevant to understanding the sexualization of girls for
several reasons.

First, there is a developmental argument that focuses
on the importance of modeling as a developmental process
(Bandura, 1986, 1994). Girls develop their identities as
teenagers and as women, and they learn the socially
acceptable ways to engage in intimate relationships by
modeling what they see older girls and young women
doing (Bussey & Bandura, 1984, 1992; Lips, 1989) and by
imitating the ways in which women are represented in the
media (Huston & Wright, 1998). Concomitantly, parents
and other adults may overtly or inadvertently communicate
expectations that girls should embody the appearances,
attitudes, and behaviors that are exemplified by sexualized
adult women (of course, parents might instead encourage
girls to reject these sexualized models). As this report
documents, there is no question that girls (and boys) grow
up in a cultural milieu saturated with sexualizing messages.
Thus, research on the sexualization of women is highly
relevant to the sexualization of girls.

Second, there is a methodological argument. Although
many of the existing studies on media effects have tested
college students and have examined their media exposure
levels and corresponding sexual attitudes and behavior,
this research is not just about the here and now. Most of
these studies have been conducted under the premise of
cultivation theory (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli,
1994), which argues that exposure to consistent themes over
time leads viewers to adopt a particular perspective of the
world, one that coincides with the images they have been
viewing. Although researchers typically test this premise by
demonstrating that current exposure levels are associated
with current attitudes, this is usually done merely for the
sake of convenience. The underlying assumption is that a

lifetime of exposure to comparable images and messages
has led to such attitudes. WWe must deduce, therefore, that
what young women believe about themselves and how
they feel in the present moment were shaped by how
they were treated and what they were exposed to when
they were girls. Knowing how young women feel about
and respond to sexualization, then, is entirely relevant to
understanding how girls feel about and respond

to sexualization.

Much of this report focuses on the media, in large part
because this cultural contribution to the sexualization of
girls and women has been studied most extensively. In
addition, children and adolescents spend more time with
entertainment media than they do with any other activity
except school and sleeping (D. Roberts, Foehr, & Rideout,
2005).We recognize that there are other important
socialization influences, including churches, schools, peers,
siblings, parents, and other adults in girls’ lives, and where
studies concerning these socialization sources exist, we
review them.We also acknowledge that the media are not
just a means of creating or strengthening cultural values.
Fueled by consumer culture, they are also a delivery system
for already-existing cultural values. Finally, we do not
assume that girls are “empty vessels” into which informa-
tion from the media is poured but that they are actively
engaged in choosing and interpreting the media in their
lives, with increasing independence as they mature from
girlhood to late adolescence (Rubin, 2002; Steele, 1999).

We emphasize the importance of appreciating
developmental processes and the enormous differences in
girls as they develop. Thus, the effects of sexualization are
likely to vary depending on a girl’s age, so that what is
inappropriate for a 6-year-old might be perfectly appropri-
ate for a high school girl. The perspectives and experiences
that a young girl brings to her exposure to sexualizing
images and experiences, as well as her cognitive, intellectu-
al, social, and even physical development, might
profoundly influence the effect that such exposure
would have on her, rendering it quite different from
what a teenage girl would experience.

?Age ranges for childhood, preadolescence, and adolescence vary across the research summarized in this report.\Where relevant, age ranges reported reflect definitions
from individual studies. Tween, though not a scientific term, is used by advertisers and marketers, and the report discusses the tween population in that context.
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Ethnic and sociocultural differences are also relevant.
Immigrant girls and girls and women of color have
historically suffered stereotypes that focus on their sexuality
and their bodies (Hill Collins, 2004). In addition, women’s
sexuality (e.g., attitudes, beliefs, behaviors) can vary widely
for women of different ethnicities (Greene, 2000; Hurtado,
2003). Negative stereotypes concerning the sexuality of
poor women are prevalent (Limbert & Bullock, 2005).
Sexual socialization is profoundly heterosexual and
heteronormative (Holland, Ramazanoglu, Sharpe, &
Thomson, 2004; Phillips, 2000; Tolman, 2006). Throughout
this report, therefore, where data are available, we address
how the prevalence and effects of sexualization may vary
among girls from different ethnic, socioeconomic, religious,
and family backgrounds, as well as among girls of different
sexual orientations.

It is important to note what the report does not cover.
It does not review evidence concerning the prevalence and
effects of sexually suggestive or sexually explicit material
per se. Rather, we are concerned with such material only
insofar as it fits within the four-part definition of sexualiza-
tion given previously. The report also covers extreme forms
of sexualization (e.g., prostitution, pornography, trafficking,
child sexual abuse) only briefly. Finally, we acknowledge
that this phenomenon and the concern about it is not, and
cannot be, limited by U.S. borders, in part because U.S. cul-
ture is exported worldwide. For the purposes of this report,
however, our focus is on the United States. Expanding to
an international scope is a useful goal for the future.

The rest of the report is divided into four sections.
In Section 2, we provide evidence of the existence of the
sexualization of girls and women in three spheres: in U.S.
society or culture, in girls’ interpersonal relationships, and
within individual girls themselves. In the third section, we
describe the potential mechanisms by which the sexualiza-
tion of girls occurs and the known and likely effects of the
sexualization of girls: on girls themselves, on others with
whom girls have interpersonal relationships (boys, men,
adult women), and on U.S. societal institutions. In the
fourth section, we outline positive alternatives to the
sexualization of girls and describe promising methods
of ameliorating the effects of sexualization when it

does occur. Finally, in the fifth section, we make
recommendations for action, beginning with a call for
research to develop a body of knowledge specifically on
the sexualization of girls as well as to expand our
knowledge of the prevalence and effects of sexualization
more generally.

Evidence for the Sexualization
of Girls

Cultural Contributions

Media

With the plethora of media options available today, it is
possible to access the latest news or the most popular song
almost anywhere and anytime, yet it is also possible to be
inundated by unwanted messages and material. Media
content responds to demand and is a reflection of culture,
but it also contributes to it. Throughout U.S. culture, and
particularly in mainstream media, women and girls are
depicted in a sexualizing manner. These representations can
be seen in virtually every medium, including prime-time
television programs (e.g., Grauerholz & King, 1997;

L. M.Ward, 1995), television commercials (e.g., Lin, 1997),
music videos (e.g., Gow, 1996; R. C.Vincent, 1989), and
magazines (e.g., Krassas, Blauwkamp, & Wesselink, 2001,
2003; Plous & Neptune, 1997).

Girls are major consumers of media and receive and
engage with these messages every day. According to
Nielsen Media Research (1998), the average child or teen
watches 3 hours of television per day, and the numbers are
higher for Black and Latino youth.When various media
are combined, children view 6 hours 32 minutes per day.
The Kaiser Family Foundation (2003) reported that 68% of
children have a TV in their bedroom, that 51% of girls play
interactive games on their computers and video game con-
soles, and that girls, like boys, are on their computers about
an hour each day visiting Web sites, listening to music, fre-
quenting chat rooms, playing games, and sending messages
to friends (D. Roberts et al., 2005). Massive exposure to
media among youth creates the potential for massive
exposure to portrayals that sexualize women and girls and
teach girls that women are sexual objects.
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Television

On television, young viewers encounter a world that is
disproportionately male, especially in youth-oriented
programs, and one in which female characters are
significantly more likely than male characters to be
attractive and provocatively dressed (Eaton, 1997). Sexual
comments and remarks are pervasive on television (L. M.
Wiard, 2003), and research has shown that they dispropor-
tionately sexually objectify women. For example, in her
analysis of prime-time programs popular among children
and adolescents, L. M.Ward (1995) found that 11.5% of the
verbal sexual messages coded involved sexually objectifying
comments, nearly all of which were about women.
Similarly, Lampman et al. (2002),

studying sexual remarks made on

harassment focused on demeaning terms for women or on
the sexualization of their bodies.

In a more recent analysis of sexual harassment in
workplace-based situation comedies, Montemurro (2003)
made further distinctions, separating gender harassment
(jokes, looks, calls) from quid pro quo sexual harassment
(touches, favors, dates). Analyzing 56 episodes drawn from
five different programs, she found an average of 3.3
incidents of gender harassment per episode and 0.50
incidents of sexual harassment. Dominant were jokes
referring to women’s sexuality or women’s bodies and
comments that characterized women as sexual objects; 74%
of the episodes analyzed contained at least one incident
of gender harassment in the form of jokes, most of which

were accompanied by laugh tracks.

prime-time comedies, found that 23%
of the sexual behaviors coded were
leering, ogling, staring, and catcalling at
female characters. Additionally, 16.5% of
the sexual remarks detected were about
body parts or nudity. A majority of
these comments (85%)

came from men.

In their analysis of sexual harass-
ment on prime-time programming,

Massive exposure
to media among youth creates
the potential for massive
exposure to portrayals that
sexualize women
and girls and teach
girls that women are
sexual objects.

Music Videos

Content analyses indicate that 44%-81%
of music videos contain sexual imagery
(Gow, 1990; Greeson & Williams, 1986;
Pardun & McKee, 1995; Sherman &
Dominick, 1986). Sexually objectifying
images of women constitute a large por-
tion of this sexual content. In music
videos, women more frequently than men

Grauerholz and King (1997) reported a

similar focus on the denigration of women that alluded to
their sexuality and lack of intellect and that objectified
their bodies. Of the 81 episodes analyzed, 84% contained at
least one incident of sexual harassment, with an average of
3.4 incidents per program. The most frequent acts were
sexist comments (33.3% of the incidents) in which a wide
variety of deprecating words were used to describe women
(e.g., broad, bimbo, dumb ass chick, toots, fox, babe, blondie). The
next most frequent occurrences were verbal sexual com-
ments (32% of the incidents). These comments typically
focused on women’s bodies or body parts, especially
breasts, which were referred to as jugs, boobs, knockers,
hooters, cookware, and canned goods. The third most common
category was body language (13%) and generally involved
men or adolescent boys leering at women or girls. In

total, the authors reported that approximately 78% of the

are presented in provocative and revealing
clothing (e.g., Andsager & Roe, 1999;
Seidman, 1992), are objectified (Sommers-Flanagan,
Sommers-Flanagan, & Davis, 1993), and typically serve as
decorative objects that dance and pose and do not play any
instruments (e.g., Arnett, 2002; Gow, 1996). They are often
displayed in ways that emphasize their bodies, body parts,
facial features, and sexual readiness. R. C.Vincent, Davis,
and Boruskowski (1987) found that 57% of the videos
featured a woman portrayed exclusively as a decorative
sexual object. In the 182 videos analyzed by Seidman
(1992), 37% of women wore revealing clothing, compared
with 4.2% of men. L. M.Ward and Rivadeneyra’s (2002)
more recent analysis of the most popular music videos

on Black Entertainment Television found sexual imagery
in 84% of the videos; the two most frequently occurring
sexual behaviors were sexual objectification and

women dancing sexually. Seventy-one percent of
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women in these videos were dressed in mildly
provocative or provocative clothing or wore no clothing
at all, compared with 35% of male characters.

In contrast to public perception, these patterns are not
restricted to pop or hip-hop videos. In one analysis of
country music videos, 42% of female artists were coded as
wearing alluring clothing (Andsager & Roe, 1999). In their
analysis of 40 MTV music videos, Sommers-Flanagan et al.
(1993) found objectification in 44.4% of the 30-second
segments coded. They commented, “given . ..the frequency
of objectification within these videos, the concept of
a whole person involved in a complex relationship
with another whole person is clearly absent from the
video’s message” (p. 752).

Music videos convey information about female
sexuality not only through the images and story lines of
individual videos but also through the changing personas of
the artists themselves. In their analysis of the last 20 years of
music videos, communication scholars Andsager and Roe
(2003) noted that one of the distinct ways in which sex is
used is as a metamorphosis. They show how teen artists
exploit their sexuality to establish a more mature and
“edgier” version of their former selves as they cross the
threshold from teenage icon to adult musician. According to
the authors, this process is exemplified by Christina Aguilera,
Faith Hill, and Britney Spears, who displayed her “mature”
image at the 2001 MTV Awards in a nude body stocking.
The authors commented that such tactics often provoke
sexualized discussion of the artist—that is, discussion focuses
not on her talent or music but rather on her body and
sexuality. These transformations likely drive home the
point that being a successful sexual object is the way to be
perceived as mature and successful in the music industry.

Music Lyrics

Although studies have documented the sexualization of
women in music videos, sexualizing content in the lyrics
that accompany these videos has not been documented as
extensively. References to relationships, romance, and
sexual behavior are commonplace in popular music

lyrics and videos (Christenson & Roberts, 1998). One
comprehensive analysis of sexual content in adolescents’

“media diets” demonstrated that sexual content appeared
more frequently in adolescents’ musical choices than in
their television, movie, or magazine choices (Pardun,
L'Engle, & Brown, 2005); however, there are no recent
content analyses to determine how often sexual content
consumed by teens objectifies girls or women. It is evident
that the lyrics of some recent popular songs sexualize
women or refer to them in highly degrading ways, or both.
Some examples include the following:

e “So blow me bitch I don’t rock for cancer/1 rock for
the cash and the topless dancers” (Kid Rock, “f*ck
off,” 1998)

e “Don’tcha wish your girlfriend was hot like me?”
(Pussycat Dolls, 2005)

e “That’ the way you like to f*** ... rough sex make it
hurt, in the garden all in the dirt” (Ludacris, 2000)

o “| tell the hos all the time, Bitch get in my car”
(50 Cent, 2005)

“Ho shake your ass” (Ying Yang Twins, 2003)

As part of a recent study of the effects of listening to
popular music on sexual behavior (Martino et al., 2006),
researchers coded the content of 164 songs from 16 artists
popular with teens. Overall, 15% of songs contained
sexually degrading lyrics. Most of these lyrics were
concentrated within the work of rap and R&B artists;
as many as 70% of individual artists’ songs included
degrading sexual content.

Movies

Adolescents constitute the largest demographic segment of
moviegoers (Strasburger, 1995), and a good number of
movies with sexual themes have plots that appeal primarily
to teen and young adult audiences (e.g., Cruel Intentions,
American Pie). Children are also consumers of movies, with
13% attending movie theaters on a typical day and 39%
watching a video or DVD (D. Roberts et al., 2005). Yet few
empirical data have been gathered on the sexual content of
feature films or the prevalence of sexualizing portrayals

of girls and women. One pattern that has been studied,
however, is the asymmetrical presence of nudity. In R-rated
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movies of the 1980s, instances of female nudity were
reported to exceed those of male nudity ina 4 to 1
ratio (B. S. Greenberg et al., 1993).

Another notable trend is the near absence of female
characters in the top-grossing motion pictures (Bazzini,
Mcintosh, Smith, Cook, & Harris, 1997) and in G-rated
movies (Kelly & Smith, 2006). Kelly and Smith evaluat-
ed the 101 top-grossing G-rated films from 1990 to 2004.
Of the over 4,000 characters in these films, 75% overall
were male, 83% of characters in crowds were male, 83%
of narrators were male, and 72% of speaking characters
were male. In addition, there was little change from
1990 to 2004. This gross underrepresentation of women
or girls in films with family-friendly content reflects
a missed opportunity to present a broad spectrum
of girls and women in roles that are

notable exceptions (e.g., Dora the Explorer), cartoons
primarily portray girls as domestic, interested in boys, and
concerned with their appearance (Thompson & Zerbinos,
1997), suggesting an overemphasis on the self as a romantic
object, if not necessarily a sexual one.

Magazines
The number of teen-focused magazines has increased dra-
matically from 5 in 1990 to 19 in 2000, and most teens
regularly read magazines (“Teen Market Profile,” 2005). For
example, one study (D. Roberts et al., 2005) found that
47% of 8- to 18-year-olds reported having read at least 5
minutes of a magazine the previous day, and 22% reported
having read a magazine for 20 minutes or more the previ-
ous day; on average, 8- to 18-year-olds reported reading
magazines 14 minutes a day.

nonsexualized.

Cartoons and Animation

Much of children’s programming
features cartoons. Although the
prevalence of sexualization in
children’s cartoons or teen animation
(e.g., anime) has not yet been system-
atically studied, there is anecdotal evi-
dence that cartoons may contain sexu-
alizing images of girls and women.

This gross underrepresenta-
tion of women or girls

in films with family-friendly
content reflects a missed
opportunity to present a
broad spectrum of girls
and women in roles that

are nonsexualized.

Much of the research analyzing the
sexual content of magazines focuses heavily
on teen girls’ and women’s magazines (e.g.,
Carpenter, 1998; Durham, 1998; Garner,
Sterk, & Adams, 1998; McMahon, 1990).
One of the dominant themes about
sexuality reported across these studies
and across magazines is that presenting
oneself as sexually desirable and thereby
gaining the attention of men is and
should be the focal goal for women.

Several authors (Lamb & Brown, 2006;

Levin, 2005) have expressed concern about the presence
of sexualized content in some recent movies and television
programs for children (e.g., sexy costumes that don’t match
the characters’ roles in Ella Enchanted, the parody of a
stripper in Shrek 2). Others have noted that Disney’s
female characters today (e.g., The Little Mermaid,
Pocahontas) have more cleavage, fewer clothes, and are
depicted as “sexier” than those of yesteryear (e.g., Snow
White, Cinderella) (Lacroix, 2004). And the currently
popular and sexily clad Bratz dolls (discussed in the
Products section of this report, pp. 13—-15) are the subject
of an animated cartoon. This product tie-in could reinforce
the appeal of the cartoon Bratz dolls and their potential
power to influence girls. Studies do show that, with a few

Girls and young women are repeatedly
encouraged to look and dress in specific ways to look
sexy for men, a phenomenon labeled “costuming for
seduction” (M. Duffy & Gotcher, 1996), and to use
certain products in order to be more attractive to and
desired by males.

These studies document that attracting the attention of
boys by looking “hot” and “sexy” is the point of many of
the articles, text, cover lines, ads, and photographs.
Repeated attempts are made, in the form of advice about
hairstyles, cosmetics, clothing, diet, and exercise, to remake
the reader as an object of male desire (McMahon, 1990).
Nearly everything girls and women are encouraged to do
in the line of self-improvement is geared toward gaining
the attention of men. Even articles on physical fitness
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analyzed in Seventeen and the now defunct YM (Durham,
1998) centered on the need for girls to increase their
sexual desirability through exercise rather than on
improving their health or well-being.

Similar results were reported by Garner et al. (1998),
who analyzed advice given about sex in five magazines
aimed at girls, adolescents, and young women: YM, Teen,
Seventeen, Glamour, and Mademoiselle. The authors reported
that the content of these magazines encouraged young
women to think of themselves as sexual objects whose lives
were not complete unless sexually connected with a man.
Female readers were given advice on how to look and
dress to attract men and on which attributes were most
successful in attracting men (i.e., innocence) and which
were least successful and should be avoided (e.g., being
pushy or bossy, acting like a mom, being too demanding,
pushing too early for commitment).

Thus, much of the content of mainstream magazines
geared toward adolescent girls and young women heavily
emphasizes the centrality of heterosexual relationships for
women and the need to achieve rigid norms of physical
attractiveness through the consumption of products such
as cosmetics and fashionable clothing (Durham, 1998).
As M. Duffy and Gotcher (1996) concluded from their
analysis of YM,

the world of YM s a place where young women . . . must consume
and beautify themselves to achieve an almost impossible physical
beauty ideal. And, it is a place where sexuality is both a means and
an objective, where the pursuit of males is almost the sole focus of
life. In fact, the objective of attracting males is the only objective
presented—it is an unquestioned “good.” (p. 43)

Sports Media

A large body of research shows that media coverage of
women’s sports is minimal compared with the extensive
coverage of men’s sports, despite the boom in female
athletic participation since the passage of Title IX and the
development of professional women’s teams (e.g., Amateur
Athletic Foundation of Los Angeles, 2001; M. C. Duncan,
Messner, & Williams, 1991; Kane, 1996; Messner, Duncan,
& Jensen, 1993; Pedersen & Whisenant, 2003; J.Vincent,

Imwold, Johnson, & Massey, 2003). This paucity of research
means that what is covered must suffice to represent
women’s sports more broadly. Thus, it is particularly
problematic that when women’s sports are featured,
coverage is often selective (Kane, 1996), and commentary
often sexually objectifies female athletes as well as female
fans in the audience (Messner, Duncan, & Cooky, 2003;
Schultz, 2005).

Although scholars have documented differential and
sexist treatment of female athletes for over a decade
(e.g., Kane & Greendorfer, 1994; Messner et al., 1993,
2003), available evidence suggests a trend for increasing
sexualization of female athletes comparable to their overall
increasing visibility. Male athletes are rarely depicted solely
as sexual objects in their endorsement work, but several
female athletes have recently posed nude or in provocative
poses in national magazines. For example, eight Olympic
athletes were featured in the September 2004 issue of
Playboy, swimmer Amanda Beard appeared in Sports
Ilustrated’s 2005 swimsuit edition, and soccer player
Brandi Chastain was in Gear Magazine in 1999.

Several targeted studies of specific media genres, sports,
or sporting events have documented the frequency with
which female athletes are sexualized. Fink and Kensicki
(2002) explored the coverage of female athletes in
Sports Ilustrated (SI) and Sports Hlustrated for Women (SIW)
from 1997 to 1999. They found that only 10% of the
photographs in SI during this 3-year period were of
female athletes. Five percent of these photographs were
“pornographic/sexually suggestive,” defined as women
dressed provocatively or photographed in such a way as
to focus solely on sexual attributes (e.g., photograph
framed on an athlete’s breasts). Only .2% of the
photographs of men fell into this category. Sixty-six
percent of the photographs of men showed them actively
engaged in a sport versus 34% of the photographs of
women. Representations of women in SIW were
only slightly better; 56% of photographs of women in
SIW depicted them actively engaged in sports, and
2% were pornographic.
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Shugart’s (2003) study on print and television coverage
of the 1999 U.S. women’s soccer team lends further sup-
port for a pattern of sexualizing female athletes. Shugart
argued that media coverage of the team was sexualized in
three ways:

 Subtle sexualization occurred through passive
objectification—for example, photographs that favored
an athlete’s face rather than her athletic performance.

e Less subtle sexualization was shown in commentators’
remarks—for example, when Brandi Chastain removed
her jersey after scoring the winning goal of the World
Cup. Although this specific behavior was identical to
that of male soccer players in the same circumstances, in
Chastain’s case, sportscasters called it a “striptease” and
deemed her “the owner of the most talked-about breasts
in the country” (pp. 12-13). In several media sources, the
team was referred to as “booters with hooters” (p. 13).

* “Vigilant heterosexuality” was evident in commentary
that placed the femininity of female athletes and their
family lives in the foreground to suggest that they were
not leshians (regardless of their real-life sexual
orientation). This form of sexualization marginalizes the
athleticism of female athletes: “Female strength has been
redefined as male pleasure” (p. 27). This assessment is
echoed by Hill Collins (2004), who argued in an
analysis of depictions of several African American
athletes that their appearances in passive “sexy” poses in
various media counteracted their aggression and passion
on the court or field.

Video/Computer Games

The vast majority of children play video games: 87% of
younger children and 70% of adolescents (Paik, 2001). A
gender divide in heavy video game play exists, with 41%
of boys playing games for more than an hour a day and
only 18% of girls doing so (D. Roberts et al., 2005). Girls,
however, spend an average of 40 minutes per day playing
games online or on home systems (D. Roberts et al., 2005).

Games made for specialized systems and those made
for personal computers contain highly sexualized content
and few strong female protagonists (Dietz, 1998). In a
recent study, Haninger and Thompson (2004) sampled 80
“Teen”-rated® video games from a population of 396
games in release in 2001. They observed sexual themes in
27% of games. Games were significantly more likely to
depict female characters partially nude or engaged in sexual
behaviors than to depict male characters in this way. When
the authors expanded their definition of “sexual theme” to
include “pronounced cleavage, large breasts, or provocative
clothing,” the percentage of female characters so depicted
rose to 46%.

Beasley and Standley (2002) examined 64 games for
sexualizing themes. Women were seldom depicted in any of
these games (14% of all characters were female). When the
clothing of female characters was compared with that of
males, female characters’ clothing was more likely to
expose skin. Dill, Gentile, Richter, and Dill (2005) found
that in the 20 top-selling games in 1999, only female char-
acters were portrayed as highly sexualized.

Internet

Girls use the Internet frequently and for many purposes (D.
Roberts et al., 2005). In recent years, studies have shown
that girls and boys use the Internet in equal numbers
(Lenhart, Rainie, & Lewis, 2001; D. Roberts et al., 2005),
with girls leading boys in Internet use in the early
middle-school years (Lenhart, Madden, & Hitlin, 2005).
The wide popularity of sites like MySpace.com as well as
blog centers has encouraged youth, including girls, to
describe themselves on the Internet. Recently, public
attention has focused on the sexualized self-presentations
by some girls on these Web sites and the dangers inherent
in this practice (Kornblum, 2005), although there is
currently no research that has assessed how girls portray
themselves or how dangerous this practice is. Some girls
have posed in provocative clothing and posted notices of
their sexual availability.

¢ According to the Entertainment Software Rating Board (n.d.),“T” or teen-rated video games have content that may be suitable for ages 13 and older. Titles in
this category may contain violence, suggestive themes, crude humor, minimal blood, simulated gambling, and/or infrequent use of strong language.
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The recent and global proliferation of Web sites of all
kinds that may be of interest to girls makes it difficult to
assess the sexualization of girls and women. Lambiase
(2003) examined the sexualization of girls and women on
one specific type of Web site that targets and attracts girls
and teens: official and fan Web sites of male and female
celebrities. She found that female celebrities were far more
likely than male celebrities to be represented by sexualized
images, regardless of whether the site was official or pro-
duced by fans. She also found that female musicians were
more likely to be sexualized than other female celebrities.
Pornography is readily available on the Internet (Griffiths,
2000), with one source estimating that 12% of all Web sites
are pornography sites, and 25% of all search engine requests
are for pornography (English, 2005). Extensive data on
children’s and adolescents’ exposure to sexually objectifying
material online is lacking; however, a Kaiser Family
Foundation (2001) study found that 70% of teens 15-17
years of age had accidentally encountered pornography
on the Internet, with 23% saying this happened somewhat
or very often.

Advertising

The sexualization of women is particularly prominent in
the world of advertising. In prime-time television commer-
cials, for example, Lin (1997) demonstrated that women
more often than men were shown in a state of undress,
exhibited more “sexiness,” and were depicted as sexual
objects (9.2% of men vs. 20.8% of women). Similar find-
ings have appeared in analyses of commercials on MTV
(Signorielli, McLeod, & Healy, 1994), on Spanish-language
programming (Fullerton & Kendrick, 2000), and in coun-
tries around the world, such as Turkey and Japan (Akima,
2003; Uray & Burnaz, 2003). Beer commercials have
emerged as a particularly rich source of images that
sexualize young women. Of the 72 beer and nonbeer

ads randomly selected from prime-time sports and
entertainment programming, 75% of the beer ads and

50% of the nonbeer ads were labeled as “sexist,” featuring
women in very limited and objectifying roles (Rouner,
Slater, & Domenech-Rodriguez, 2003).

Magazine advertisements also sexualize women. First,
studies indicate that women are frequently featured as
sexual objects in such ads (e.g., Baker, 2005; Lindner, 2004;
W. J. Rudman & Verdi, 1993). In one analysis of women
appearing in advertisements in Time and Vogue from 1955
to 2002, Lindner (2004) reported that an average of 40% of
ads featured women as decorative objects. \WWhen women
are featured as “decorations” in ads (e.g., shown standing
seductively next to a car to enhance the image of the car),
their major purpose is to be looked at. They are treated as
appendages to the product rather than as active consumers
or users of the product.

Differences in these patterns emerge based on the
magazine’s intended audience and are particularly high in
magazines targeting men. For example, Baker (2005)
reported that in magazines targeting Black men or White
men, 68.2% of women appearing in magazines for Black
men and 53.3% in magazines for White men could be cat-
egorized as filling the decorative object role. This was the
case for 22.0% 