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Introduction 

 

I might get your heart racing in my skin-tight jeans  

Be your teenage dream tonight  

Let you put your hands on me in my skin-tight jeans  

Be your teenage dream tonight     Katy Perry, 2010 

 

Katy Perry’s song “Teenage Dream” and the album of the same title have been 

internationally acclaimed for their contribution to popular music (e.g., with the Billboard 

Spotlight Award). Perry’s music and her music videos are excellent examples of 

contemporary popular media. One way in which Teenage Dream reflects today's media 

culture is through the song’s focus on sex. Research on popular mass media has consistently 

demonstrated that as in Perry’s songwriting, sexually oriented messages are prevalent in 

popular media. Studies have indicated that sexually oriented popular media continually depict 

sexual activities as pleasurable but irresponsible, as strongly focused on appearance and 

attractiveness, and as gender-stereotypical (Kunkel, Eyal, Finnerty, Biely, & Donnerstein, 

2005; Taylor, 2005; Vandenbosch, Vervloessem, & Eggermont, 2013).  

Media with frequent allusions to sexuality are attractive to teenage audiences in 

particular. These sexual messages reflect the centrality of sexuality within adolescents’ lives 

(Eggermont, 2006; Ward, 2003; Worthington, Savoy, Dillon, & Vernaglia, 2002). During 

adolescence, substantial biological, cognitive, and social changes occur (Worthington et al., 

2002). These changes trigger the challenging, critical task of developing a sexual identity, 

which can be described as “understanding [one’s] own sexual orientation as well as sexual 

needs and values, preferences for sexual activities, partner characteristics, and modes of 

sexual expression (Worthington et al., 2002, p.512).” The completion of this task is 

considered successful when an adolescent’s sexual identity enables him or her to engage in 

healthy and emotionally satisfying sexual relationships (Tolman & McClelland, 2011). Such 

relationships are characterized by an acceptance of one’s sexual responsibilities, engagement 

in intimacy, and mutual respect (Tolman & McClelland, 2011; Worthington et al., 2002). 

These characteristics correspond poorly with the irresponsible, appearance-focused, gender-

stereotypical sexual activities that prevail in popular media. 

Given that popular media promote a sexual lifestyle that may be disadvantageous to 

adolescent development and that adolescents seem to prefer and strongly enjoy the sexual 
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nature of popular media (Brown, Halpern, & L’Engle, 2005), this aspect of media culture is 

considered to be problematic. Various social institutions and scholars across numerous 

academic fields have called attention to the potential negative effects of media on adolescents’ 

sexual development (Ward, 2003; Sensoa, 2011). Scholars have reasoned that popular media 

may operate as a “sexual super peer” for adolescents (Brown et al., 2005), one that 

encourages adolescents to have sex and more advanced sexual experiences at an earlier age 

(e.g., Brown, L’Engle, Pardun, Guo, Kenneavy, & Jackson, 2006). It has also been theorized 

that mass media encourage a purely recreational approach to sexuality and intimacy. From 

this recreational perspective, dating and relationships are viewed as a game (e.g., Ward & 

Friedman, 2006) in which boys and men are expected to play sexually dominant roles and 

girls and women are expected to combine sexual acquiescence with sexual attractiveness (e.g., 

Ferris et al., 2007). Over a period of four decades, these concerns have been the focus of more 

than 100 studies conducted on young media users. However, despite the considerable number 

of studies in this field of research, some researchers continue to challenge the argued effect of 

sexual media on young people (e.g., Barak, Fisher, Belfry, & Lashambe, 1999; Steinberg & 

Monahan, 2011).  

One of the reasons for this lack of consensus is that researchers face important 

questions about precisely how the influence of sexual media content operates (e.g., Collins et 

al., 2004; Ward, Epstein, Caruthers, & Merriwether, 2011). Explaining why an effect might 

occur and revealing the mechanism that drives the effect requires theory. Research on sexual 

media has relied on cultivation theory, social learning theory, and script theory in particular, 

all of which have provided valuable insights into the relationships between media exposure 

and the adoption of attitudes and behaviors that are promoted in mass media (Ward, 2003). 

However, these theories shed less light on the complexity of sexuality as a construct (Ward, 

2003). The aim of the current dissertation is to explore how researchers may arrive at new 

insights by combining knowledge derived from the literature on the content and effects of 

mass media with knowledge derived from research on sexuality and sexual development. The 

dissertation aims to contribute to our knowledge of the processes through which exposure to 

media may affect adolescents’ sexual attitudes and behaviors. 

Toward this end, the first goal of this research is to examine factors that are indicative 

of adolescents’ development, personality, and general identity and that may enhance or 

prevent adolescents’ acceptance of messages promoted in sexual media. This dissertation will 

explore how such factors moderate the relationship between adolescents’ exposure to sexual 

media and their sexual attitudes and behaviors.  
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The second goal of this research is to introduce insights from objectification theory 

into the theoretical framework of the effects of sexual media. More specifically, this 

dissertation will explore whether objectification theory allows us to identify mediating factors 

in the relationship between adolescents’ exposure to sexual media and their sexual attitudes 

and behaviors.  

 

Sexual Messages in Media are Popular among Adolescents 

Ti (girl, 14): “The whole class watches porn, dude!” 

K (girl, 14): “Everyone!” 

       Veerle - Laakdal (Belgium), 20/02/2010 

 

The above quotations
1
 from Flemish teenage girls indicate the high prevalence of 

sexual media messages in adolescents’ lives. Consistent with the girls’ suggestion that many 

(if not all) of their peers watch pornography, research on Dutch adolescents has indicated that 

71% of male adolescents and 40% of female adolescents have been exposed to pornographic 

content on the Internet (Peter & Valkenburg, 2006). Similar numbers have appeared in 

American research on the use of pornography (Brown & L’ Engle, 2009). The majority of 

boys (53%) and nearly one third of girls (28%) have reported consuming sexually explicit 

media. Such content is described as communicating unconcealed sexual messages by 

explicitly showing genitals and sexual activities (Peter & Valkenburg, 2007).  

Adolescents’ exposure to sexually oriented messages likely continues in their 

consumption of mainstream media. Although such media are less explicit than pornographic 

media, the prevalence of sexual messages in the mainstream media content that is popular 

among adolescents has been reported in many studies (Kunkel et al., 2005; Taylor, 2005; 

Vandenbosch et al., 2013). For example, adolescents watch more than 2 hours of primetime 

television per day on average (Eggermont, 2006; Schooler, Sorsoli, Kim, & Tolman, 2009), 

and a typical primetime television hour has been shown to contain eight sexual acts (Kunkel 

et al., 1996). These findings suggest that simply in watching television, adolescents are 

exposed to an average of 35,328 sexual acts between the ages of 12 and 18. Similarly, 

research on women’s lifestyle magazines that are popular among girls and men’s magazines 

that are popular among boys (Walsh & Ward, 2010) has indicated that the magazines 

                                                           
1
 Derived from a pilot study (2010) of the current dissertation in which focus group interviews 

were conducted to explore the relationship between adolescents’ media use and their sexual 

attitudes and behaviors. 
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frequently feature articles on sexual topics and highlight sexuality through the use of catchy, 

sexually suggestive titles or images on their covers (McMahon 1990; Taylor, 2005; Walsh-

Childers, Gotthoffer, & Lepre, 2002). Given that these magazines further contribute to 

adolescents’ regular exposure to sexual messages and images, we can see that most 

adolescents consume an everyday “sexual media diet” through both print and other media 

(Pardun, L’Engle, & Brown, 2005).  

The prevalence of sexual messages in mass media is only part of the problem. The 

types of sexual messages are a key factor in the issue of sex in the media. The sexual media 

diet has primarily been perceived as detrimental because of its noticeably uniform emphasis 

on one type of sexual message. Studies on the content of mass media have consistently 

referred to four recurrent and concurrent characteristics of mass media: that mass media 

persistently emphasize (a) a lack of responsibility, (b) enjoyment and hedonism, (c) 

sexualization, and (d) gender stereotyping in their approach to sexuality. This discourse 

reduces sexuality to the instantaneous appeal of sexual satisfaction and isolates sexuality from 

its romantic, societal, and personal contexts. This script deemphasizes the complexity of the 

emotions, feelings, and personalities associated with sexuality in favor of immediately 

assessable physical attributes. Moreover, it reduces romantic relationships to a game that 

ascribes different “play styles” to men and women, both of which lead to immediate rewards 

in the form of sexual success and prestige based on outer beauty. We refer to this set of 

persistent characteristics as the Reductionist Script of Instant Gratification. This theory 

relies on the sexual health and feminist perspectives on the effects of sexual media and 

integrates both into one viewpoint.   

The prevalence of each part of the Reductionist Script of Instant Gratification has been 

shown in numerous studies. The irresponsibility of the sexual acts featured in the media, for 

example, has been demonstrated repeatedly by the lack of references to the risks and 

responsibilities associated with sexual behavior (Aubrey, 2004; Taylor, 2005). Aubrey (2004) 

reported that popular teenage programs rarely included any messages regarding sexual risks 

such as the risk of unwanted pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases. The absence of 

references to health risks and responsibilities was even more pronounced in a study on men’s 

lifestyle magazines (Taylor, 2005), which concluded that none of the studied articles 

addressed sexual risks and responsibilities.  

Regarding the media’s emphasis on the enjoyment of sex (Brosius, Weaver, & Staab, 

1993; Ward, 1995; Taylor, 2005), we should note that an analysis of popular teen shows 

demonstrated that 19.9% of the shows’ coded messages promoted a recreational view of sex, 
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whereas only 2.2% of these messages highlighted the intimacy and complexity of sexual 

relationships. Just as women’s magazines were found to glamorize sexual adventures (Clarke, 

2010), only 5% of the sexual relationships in pornographic movies analyzed were found to 

occur between partners in an intimate relationship (Brosius et al., 1993).  

These and other studies have also indicated that this characterization of sex as 

pleasurable but irresponsible generally involves sexualized boys and girls (APA, 2007; Kim et 

al., 2007; Vandenbosch et al., 2013). Media characters are sexualized when they are evaluated 

based on their sexual appeal or sexual behavior, when they are attractive according to 

narrowly defined standards of appearance (i.e., when men are muscular and women are slim), 

when they are treated as sexual objects, and/or when sexuality is inappropriately imposed on 

them  (APA, 2007, p. 1). Analytical research has suggested that popular media abounds with 

sexualizing messages. For example, a recent study conducted in the context of this PhD 

research (Vandenbosch et al., 2013
2
) found that an average of 21 sexualizing references per 

hour occurred on Belgian music entertainment channels. One quarter of the analyzed scenes 

from these channels were sexualized because narrow appearance standards were used to 

define sexual attraction. Slightly more than one fifth of the analyzed scenes were sexualized 

in that the characters were evaluated based on their sexual appeal or sexual behavior, and 

another 19.3% of the analyzed scenes portrayed characters, particularly women, as objects 

that were intended to secure the sexual pleasure of others.  

The latter finding relates to the dominant gender stereotypes in sexually oriented 

content and the prevalence of the so-called “heterosexual script”, which puts a strong 

emphasis on prettiness as a condition for girls’ sexual success (Kim et al., 2007; Ward, 1995). 

While attractiveness is paramount for male characters as well, the muscular ideal is believed 

to be particularly important for men because muscularity conveys male dominance, just as 

female thinness is believed to reflect the submissiveness expected of women. The 

heterosexual script that is promoted in popular media content also encompasses a “sexual 

double standard” that focuses on men’s sexual independence and obsession with sex while 

women are primarily presented as passively longing for a successful romantic relationship 

(Fromme & Emihovich, 1998; Reiss, 1956; Ward, 1995). The occurrence of parts of the 

heterosexual script has been demonstrated in several analyses. Men’s magazines have been 

                                                           
2
 Vandenbosch, L., Vervloessem, D., & Eggermont, S. (2013). "I might get your heart racing 

in my skin-tight jeans": Sexualization on music entertainment television. Communication 

Studies, 64, 178-194. 
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shown to advise boys that they can attain the ultimate sexual pleasure by experiencing a 

variety of sexual activities with beautiful, sexy girls (Taylor, 2005). In contrast, women’s 

magazines have been found to advise their female readers on how to maintain a stable 

intimate relationship (Gupta, Zimmerman, & Fruhauf, 2008). Similar results have been 

reported for popular teenage television programs (Kim et al., 2007; Ward, 1995) and 

pornographic media (Matacin & Burger, 1987).  

On the whole, researchers have provided robust evidence of the prevalence of a 

Reductionist Script of Instant Gratification. Many analyses have found that irresponsible, 

recreational, sexualizing, and gender-stereotypical biases exist simultaneously in sexual 

media messages (e.g., Brosius et al., 1993; Kim et al., 2007; Taylor, 2005; Ward, 1995). Ward 

(1995, p. 595) summarized these occurrences by noting that in the most frequently coded 

sexual script on popular primetime television programs, “sexual relations were depicted as a 

competition, in which men commented on women's bodies and physical appearance, and in 

which masculinity was equated with being sexual.” Ward’s study confirmed the importance 

of applying both a sexual health and a feminist perspective to the analysis of bias in sexual 

media messages.  

In summary, findings from popular television programs, men’s and women’s 

magazines, and pornographic media highlight the prevalence of the Reductionist Script of 

Instant Gratification and, thus, the possibility that exposure to such media will adversely 

affect the sexuality of young media users. This research serves as the backdrop for the current 

dissertation and explains its focus on these types of media. 

 

The Traditional Theoretical Framework for Sexual Media Effects 

Building on cultivation theory, social cognitive theory, and script theory, sexual media 

scholars have constructed a theoretical framework for how exposure to the Reductionist Script 

of Instant Gratification in popular media may influence adolescents’ sexual attitudes and 

behaviors. Scholars have referred to the premises of cultivation theory (e.g., Eggermont, 

2004; Ward, 2002; Zurbriggen & Morgan, 2006) to argue that media tell a homogenous and 

coherent story about romantic relationships and sexuality (Calzo & Ward, 2009; Gerbner, 

1998), which we have termed the Reductionist Script of Instant Gratification. Cultivation 

theory suggests that repeated exposure to similar messages and stories is likely to change a 

viewer’s perceptions of reality and to produce views regarding relationships and sex that are 

in accordance with the views represented in the Reductionist Script of Instant Gratification. 



 
 

7 
 

Studies referring to social learning processes (Bandura, 2001) have suggested that 

exposure to the Reductionist Script may influence adolescents’ sexual attitudes and sexual 

behaviors (e.g., Newcomer & Brown, 1991; Rivadeneyra & Lebo, 2008) because such 

exposure will be interpreted as exposure to models of constantly rewarded behavior. Content 

analyses have shown that a wide array of young, successful, and attractive role models in the 

media are rewarded when their sexual acts correspond to the stereotypes of the Reductionist 

Script (Eyal & Kunkel, 2008; Kim et al., 2007). Media consumers are expected to learn about 

sexuality by observing the sexual behaviors and attitudes of these attractive role models 

(Bandura, 2001; Eyal & Kunkel, 2008).  

Research has extended these notions by arguing that social learning processes are 

likely to result in the development of schemas and scripts (e.g., Aubrey, Harrison, Kramer, & 

Yellin, 2003; Bleakley, Hennessy, Fishbein, & Jordan, 2008; Brown, & L’ Engle, 2009; 

Taylor, 2006). Bern (1981, p.351) described a schema as “a cognitive structure, a network of 

associations that organizes and guides an individual's perception.” Repeated exposure to 

sexual messages in the media leads to the storage of these messages as schemas and scripts 

that guide subsequent sexual attitudes and behaviors (Huesmann, 1988). For example, 

watching television may extend an adolescent’s network of associations for “romance” in 

accordance with the dominant Reductionist Script. Based on Huesmann’s definition of a 

script (1988, p.15), the Reductionist Script of Instant Gratification can be described as a 

narrow interpretation of which sexual events will happen in the environment, how the 

adolescent should behave in response to these events, and what the likely outcomes of those 

behaviors are. Analytical research has found that the script suggests that pleasurable sexual 

acts are likely to occur within an (uncommitted) heterosexual relationship with a highly 

sexually attractive partner, that adolescents should behave according to their gender-

stereotypical sexual roles, and that no commitments, responsibilities, or consequences should 

be attached to sexual interactions. The likelihood of internalizing such a script is related to 

processes of activation and recency; when associations are primed more often and/or more 

recently, users will be more likely to exhibit the behaviors endorsed by the script (Hansen & 

Hansen, 1988). These long-term learning processes are especially emphasized in scripting 

theory and in the cognitive information-processing model (Bern, 1981; Huesmann, 1988).  

Script-based theories, social learning theory, and cultivation theory constitute the 

traditional theoretical framework for sexual media effects research and the current 

dissertation. Based on these theories, this area of research is a component of the broader field 

of media effect studies, which suggests that attitudes and behaviors can be created and/or 
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changed by exposure to media messages in which these attitudes and behaviors play 

prominent roles.  

 

Empirical Research on Sexual Media Effects 

Ample research has been conducted on the relationship between exposure to (parts of) 

the Reductionist Script of Instant Gratification and adolescents’ sexual attitudes and behaviors 

(e.g., Brown, & L’Engle, 2009; L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). A search in the Web of Science 

using key terms related to media and sexuality yielded 137 quantitative studies of the 

relationship between media consumption and sexuality among adolescents or college 

students. Most of these studies have treated the media as a risky sexual socialization agent, 

suggesting that the media may encourage adolescent boys and girls to acquire recreational 

sexual attitudes (e.g., Ward & Friedman, 2006) and gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes (e.g., 

Ferris et al., 2007) and to have sexual intercourse or more advanced sexual experiences earlier 

(e.g., Brown et al., 2006). This particular set of sexual attitudes and behaviors is described as 

risky due to its relation to sexual aggression, sexually transmitted diseases, teenage 

pregnancy, and emotionally disturbed sexual relationships (Krahé, Scheinberger-Olwig, & 

Kolpin, 2000; Kotchicka, Shaffera, Miller, & Forehanda, 2001; O’Donnell et al., 2001; 

Welsh, Haugen, Widman, Darling, & Grello, 2005). A critical review of the 137 studies 

examining the role of media in these high-risk sexual attitudes and behaviors shows the 

following:  

Recreational attitudes toward sexuality - Research findings on the relationship 

between media use and recreational sexual attitudes are particularly coherent in studies of 

pornographic media. American (Braun-Courville & Rojas, 2009), Asian (Lam & Chan, 2007; 

Lo & Wei, 2005; Omori, Zhang, Allen, Ota, & Imamura, 2011), and European (Peter & 

Valkenburg, 2005; 2008) surveys have repeatedly revealed that college students’ and 

adolescents’ use of sexually explicit websites is related to a stronger endorsement of a liberal 

attitude toward sex. A study of Peter and Valkenburg (2008, p.375) found that exposure to 

sexually explicit websites significantly increased adolescents’ instrumental attitudes toward 

sex. However, studies of mainstream media have both supported and rejected the existence of 

a media effect on young users’ recreational sexual attitudes (e.g., Brown & L’Engle, 2009; 

Ferris et al., 2007; Kistler & Lee, 2011). Whereas Zhang, Miller and Harrison (2008) reported 

that watching sexual music videos is a significant predictor of liberal sexual attitudes among 

college students, surveys of American and Dutch adolescents (Beentjes et al., 2008; Ward & 

Friedman, 2006) and two experimental studies of American college students (Kistler & Lee, 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272735899000707#AFF1
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272735899000707#AFF1
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2011) and adolescents (Ward & Friedman, 2006) found that the relationship between 

exposure to (sexual) music videos and liberal sexual attitudes was not significant. Similarly, 

research has reported null findings for the relationship between the acceptance of recreational 

sexual attitudes and exposure to primetime television (Rivadeneyra & Ward, 1999; Ward, 

2002), soap operas (Rivadeneyra & Ward, 1999; Ward, 2002), and magazines (Chock, 2011).  

Traditional roles of women and men - Selected studies have provided robust evidence 

of a relationship between exposure to popular media and young users’ acceptance of 

traditional heterosexual gender roles (e.g., Ferris et al., 2007; Peter & Valkenburg, 2009; 

Rivadeneyra & Lebo, 2008; Zhang et al., 2008). Evidence of the effect of popular media on 

sexual gender stereotypes was provided in an experiment conducted by Zillmann and Bryant 

(1988) that exposed women and men to six hours of pornography. The authors reported a 

significant effect on the respondents’ increased acceptance of male sexual dominance and 

female sexual subordination. A recent study on pornography also found a significant 

association between Asian college students’ exposure to pornography and their perceptions of 

women as sex objects (Omori et al., 2011). Similarly, research has found evidence that 

gender-stereotypical attitudes are predicted by music video watching among European 

adolescents (Beentjes et al., 2008) and American college students (Hansen & Hansen, 1988) 

and by reality dating program watching among American college students (Ferris et al., 2007; 

Zhang et al., 2008) and adolescents (Rivadeneyra & Lebo, 2008). Aubrey, Hopper and Mbure 

(2011) found that college-age men held more adversarial sexual attitudes toward women after 

exposure to sexually biased music videos. However, other studies have rejected the existence 

of this type of relationship between the sexual attitudes of young media users and sexual 

media (e.g., Peter & Valkenburg, 2011; Vandenbosch & Eggermont; 2011; Ward & 

Friedman, 2006; Zurbriggen & Morgan, 2006). Several studies on the association between 

pornographic media and the gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes of young adult men 

(Bauserman, 1998; Linz, Donnerstein, & Penrod, 1988; Milburn, Mather, & Conrad, 2000) 

and women (Milburn et al., 2000) have reported null findings. Similarly, research has found 

that the music video watching of American and Dutch adolescents (Ter Bogt et al., 2010; 

Ward & Friedman, 2006) and the reality dating program watching of American college 

students (Zurbriggen & Morgan, 2006) do not predict their acceptance of gender stereotypes. 

Vandenbosch and Eggermont (2011) also reported null findings for the relationship between 

reality dating program watching and sexual attitudes in their longitudinal study of 

adolescents.  
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Sexual behaviors - Findings that clearly confirm the effect of sexual media on 

behavior have been reported in the literature. Cross-sectional studies of sexually explicit 

media have examined the influence of Internet use and have shown that the use of the Internet 

to view sexually explicit media is associated with sexual risk-taking behaviors such as having 

more sexual partners (Boies, 2002; Braun-Courville & Rojas, 2009; Guo & Nathanson, 2011; 

McFarlane, Bull, & Rietmeijes, 2002; Morgan, 2011), experiencing a higher variety of sexual 

activities (Stutulhofer, Busko, & Landripet, 2010), and behaving more permissively toward 

sex (Lo & Wei, 2005). In research on mainstream media, some null or contradictory findings 

have emerged regarding primetime television and soap opera viewing (Gottfried, Vaala, 

Bleakley, Hennessy, & Jordan, 2013; Rivadeneyra & Lebo, 2008; Rivadeneyra & Ward, 

1999; Ward & Friedman, 2006; Ward et al., 2011; Somers & Tynan, 2006). Overall, however, 

cross-sectional studies have shown that exposure to reality dating programs (Rivadeneyra & 

Lebo, 2008), music videos (Ward & Friedman, 2006), talk shows (Ward & Friedman, 2006), 

comedies (Gotfried et al., 2013), general televised sexual content (Fisher et al., 2009), 

degrading music lyrics (Primack, Douglas, Fine, & Dalton, 2009), and men’s magazines 

(Ward et al., 2011) predict a more advanced level of sexual experience.  

Longitudinal studies have consistently shown that an early sexual debut is associated 

with general television viewing (Ashby, Arcari, & Edmonson, 2006), viewing sexual 

television shows (Collins et al., 2004; Martino et al., 2005; Newcomer & Brown, 1991), and 

listening to degrading music lyrics (Martino, Collins, Elliot, Strachman, Kanouse, & Berry, 

2006). A study of American adolescents reported that viewing sexually oriented television 

content predicts the initiation of sexual intercourse one year later (Collins et al., 2004). 

Another longitudinal study reported that watching sexualized television increased the risk of 

teenage pregnancy three years later (Chandra et al., 2008). Longitudinal studies that focused 

on the combined effects of different mainstream media further supported the relationship 

between media and sexual behavior, particularly among white adolescents (Bleakley et al., 

2008; Bleakley, Hennessy, Fishbein, & Jordan, 2011; Brown et al., 2006; Hennessy, Bleakley, 

Fishbein, & Jordan, 2009). 

The 137 sexual media studies reviewed exhibit three trends. First, research on 

recreational sexual attitudes has consistently indicated the influence of pornography 

consumption but has provided less consistent evidence of the effect of mainstream media. 

Second, inconsistent results of studies on both pornography and mainstream media have 

emerged in research on sexual gender stereotypes. Third, hypotheses regarding the 

relationship between sexual media use and adolescents’ sexual behavior have been supported, 
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though several questions remain unanswered, including the question of why the relationship 

tends to occur only among white adolescents. In response to the inconsistencies of these 

studies, which have also been noted by other scholars (e.g., Chock, 2011; Omori et al., 2011), 

several authors have suggested that the field of sexualized media research must progress 

beyond the approach of studying direct relationships between increased media use and users’ 

sexual attitudes and behaviors (Chock, 2011; Peter & Valkenburg, 2009; Omori et al., 2011; 

Ward et al., 2011). This dissertation attempts to address these recent developments in the 

research field. 

 

Theory on the Identification of Adolescent Risk Groups 

Since the 1980s, extensive research has been conducted to examine individuals’ 

adoption of risky attitudes and behaviors (Igra & Irwin, 1996). Furby and Beyth-Maron 

(1992) define risk-taking as accepting the chance of loss, whereas Jacobs (2000) stresses the 

possible danger associated with risk-taking behaviors. Within the field of sexuality, such 

“loss” or “danger” has been interpreted as endangering the benefits associated with emotional 

and physical health, such as intimacy or the avoidance of sexually transmitted diseases (Igra 

& Irwin, 1996). 

A central issue within the risk literature has been the occurrence of risky attitudes and 

behaviors among adolescents. This developmental phase has been described as a natural stage 

of life in which adolescents experiment with risky activities (Arnett, 1992; Jessor & Jessor, 

1977). Steinberg explains that adolescents’ engagement in risky attitudes and behavior is 

“normative, biologically driven, and to some extent, inevitable” (2007, p. 58). Adolescents’ 

risky attitudes and behaviors can be interpreted as developmental tasks that they must fulfill 

(Igra & Irwin, 1996). For example, adolescents face the critical task of developing a sexual 

identity. This task encompasses, among other things, the exploration of sexual behaviors 

(Tolman & McClelland, 2011). Sexual behaviors and positive attitudes toward sex are 

therefore normatively expected among late adolescents. However, Igri and Irwin (1996) warn 

that such sexual behaviors and attitudes are less desirable among early or middle adolescents, 

as these groups of individuals are less likely to have developed an understanding of their own 

sexual values and meanings, which is considered necessary for rewarding sexual interactions 

(Worthington et al., 2002). 

Literature on (adolescent) risk groups has identified biological, psychological, 

behavioral, and social antecedents of risk-taking. The biosocial model, which was developed 

by Smith, Udry, and Morris (1985), focuses on the social and biological antecedents of sexual 
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risk behavior. The model argues that close attachment figures such as peers may serve as 

reference points or provide normative standards for adolescents’ sexual behavior, generating a 

positive relationship between the sexual behaviors of these two groups. The model also 

proposes a sociobiological argument regarding how biological changes such as pubertal 

development advance the onset of sexual intercourse among adolescents. The social 

perspective on pubertal development is the view that an adolescent’s social environment (e.g., 

his or her opposite-sex peers) may observe how he or she has sexually matured and begin to 

address him or her as a sexual being. The biological perspective suggests that pubertal 

development may increase one’s sexual motivation or libido. Both interpretations of pubertal 

development expect a positive relationship between puberty and sexual behavior. Empirical 

research has validated this model (Smith et al., 1985; James, Ellis, Schlomer, & Garber, 

2012). The biosocial model has also been extended using psychological factors to predict risk 

behavior, producing the biopsychosocial model (Irwin & Millstein, 1986). The psychological 

component of this model highlights personality structures and characteristics such as 

sensation-seeking or self-esteem, which are expected to cause differences in individual 

reactions toward risky attitudes and behaviors (Irwin & Millstein, 1986; Igra & Irwin, 1996). 

For instance, sensation-seekers are motivated to seek out new sensational adventures, and this 

motivation to take risks for the sake of such experiences (Zuckerman, 1979, p.10) may 

explain why these individuals are more likely to engage in a greater number of risky sexual 

behaviors (e.g., Seto, Lalumière, & Quinsey, 1995). 

Another theory regarding risk behavior that has been cited extensively is the problem-

behavior theory of Jessor and Jessor (1977). This theory relies on the social and psychological 

literature to explain the variance in adolescents’ involvement in risky behavior by studying 

adolescents’ relationships with personal, environmental, and behavioral factors that are 

considered either “protective” or “risky”. Empirical tests of this theory have shown, for 

instance, that academic achievement can be seen as a protective factor at the personal level 

and is associated with the later onset of sexual intercourse (Jessor, Costa, Jessor, & Donovan, 

1983). At the environmental level, a strong connection with one’s mother has been related to 

lower levels of sexual behavior and has thus been identified as a protection factor. 

Simultaneously, communication with peers about sexuality has been related to higher levels 

of sexual behavior and has thus been identified as a risk factor (L’Engle & Jackson, 2008).  

Together, these theories assume that a multiplicity of factors explain why adolescents 

support risky attitudes or engage in risky behaviors. These theories also suggest that the 

factors that identify adolescents as being at risk co-vary. According to the biosocial model of 
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Smith et al. (1985), the influence of “risk factors” should be seen not as additive but as 

contingent. Similarly, research on the problem-behavior theory of Jessor and Jessor (1977) 

highlighted the importance of a covariance perspective that examines the interaction between 

protective factors and risk factors (Jessor, 1992; Jessor, Van Den Bos, Vanderryn, Costa, & 

Turbin, 1995). The covariance risk perspective has also been stressed in theories of media 

effects, such as the media practice model of Steele and Brown (1995) and the differential 

susceptibility model of Valkenburg and Peter (2013). This argument forms the basis for the 

first goal of the current dissertation: to explore whether the influence of (other) protection 

factors (i.e., maternal attachment) and risk factors (i.e., sensation seeking and pubertal 

development) interact with the influence of media exposure in shaping adolescents’ sexual 

attitudes and behaviors.  

 

Objectification Theory From a Sexual Media Effect Perspective 

Another theory that may be particularly helpful in explaining how media affect 

adolescents’ recreational sexual attitudes, gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes, and sexual 

behavior is the objectification theory, which was developed by Fredrickson and Roberts 

(1997) and McKinley and Hyde (1996). This theory was originally proposed to explain the 

mental health risks of women but has also been successfully applied to men (Moradi & 

Huang, 2008). Objectification theory centers on the cultural practice of treating individuals as 

(sexual) bodies while ignoring their personalities. This cultural practice has been called 

sexualization (APA, 2007), and it may occur in everyday interpersonal or social interactions, 

such as situations in which individuals gaze at someone’s body, as well as during media 

exposure, as sexualization constitutes one of the main characteristics of the Reductionist 

Script promoted in popular media content (e.g., Kim et al., 2007). The objectification theory 

posits that exposure to such sexualizing media messages may be considered a sexualizing 

experience for the media user (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Sexualizing experiences have 

been found to trigger the tendency to objectify one’s own body, implying that individuals 

primarily derive their identity from their physical selves or “bodies” instead of their 

personalities (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). 

Self-objectification is not without risks, as it triggers mental health risks such as 

depression, eating disorders, and (of particular relevance to the current dissertation) sexual 

dysfunction (Calogero, Tantleff-Dunn, & Thompson, 2011; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; 

McKinley & Hyde, 1996). The objectification literature has demonstrated that an objectified 

self-concept generates a sexuality that, compatible with this view of the self, values the body 
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above personality and above warm, affecting, private dialogues within sexual interactions 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Gillen, Lefkowitz, & Shearer, 2006; Steer & Tiggemann, 

2008). Individuals with an objectified self-concept are likely to adhere to recreational and 

gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes because of their objectified, instrumental interpretations 

of sexuality (Ward, 2003). Similarly, individuals with objectified self-concepts are believed to 

attribute less importance to the need for a warm, intimate relationship for sexual intercourse 

than do individuals without objectified self-concepts (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). This 

lack of emphasis on intimate romantic relationships may guide adolescents toward more 

advanced sexual experiences and may stimulate the initiation of sexual intercourse (Pearson, 

Kholodkov, Henson, & Impett, 2012).   

This theory provides an explanatory framework for how the media may affect 

adolescents’ sexuality: media use is expected to trigger an objectified self-concept, and this 

objectified self-concept is expected to affect adolescent sexuality. However, the actual 

influence of an objectified self-concept has received limited empirical attention thus far. The 

second goal of the current dissertation is to test the hypothesis that an objectified self-concept 

functions as an underlying explanatory mechanism for the relationship between exposure to 

media and adolescent sexuality (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Gillen et al., 2006; Moradi & 

Huang, 2008).    

 

Outline of the Current Dissertation 

The current dissertation
3
 aims to contribute to the literature on how an adolescent’s 

development of a healthy sexuality may be affected by his or her exposure to mass media. 

The first portion of the dissertation explores how factors that are indicative of adolescents’ 

personalities and development may moderate the relationship between media use and sexual 

attitudes and behaviors and how it may identify adolescents who are at risk for sexual media 

effects. This part of the project responds to Ward’s (2003) call to consider how dimensions 

that are inherently related to adolescents’ sexual identities may interact with the sexual 

socialization that adolescents receive from the media. In accordance with Ward’s (2003) 

suggestions, Chapter 1 examines the role of a primary socialization agent (i.e., mothers) in 

                                                           
3
 The current dissertation focuses on heterosexual relationships and norms, which does not 

imply any judgment regarding other sexual orientations. Rather, the dissertation adds to prior 

media research on heterosexual sexual relationships, but also explicitly acknowledges the 

need for future research to study sexual media effects in the context of sexual minorities and 

homosexual themes. 
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sexual media effects, while Chapter 2 examines whether the affective and sensory personality 

trait of sensation-seeking interacts with the influence of media use on adolescents’ developing 

sexualities (Hendrick & Hendrick, 1987). These studies also present an in-depth consideration 

of how gender may moderate the sexual socialization of adolescents, as previous media 

literature has repeatedly stressed the importance of gender in the study of media effects 

(Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Ward, 2003). Chapter 3 builds on Ward’s (2003) call by exploring 

how a biosocial factor (i.e., sexual maturation) may affect the relationship between media use 

and adolescents’ sexuality. This study also examines the possibility of an inverse relationship, 

referring to the hypothesis that sexual behavior may encourage sexually active adolescents to 

deliberately select sexual media content (Brown & L’Engle, 2009, p.149).  

Part 1 aims to contribute to our knowledge of how adolescents’ identities may 

moderate sexual media effects and contribute to the identification of risk groups. The first and 

second chapters examine whether a risk group-focused approach may provide more consistent 

results regarding the association between sexual attitudes and mainstream media use, while 

the third chapter uses a risk group-focused approach to answer questions regarding 

adolescents’ sexual behavior and pornography use. As gender and reciprocal relationships are 

central issues within sexual media research, previous studies of these issues and their potential 

importance for sexual media research will be examined in Chapters 1 and 2 and in Chapter 3, 

respectively.  

A second goal of the current dissertation (Part 2) is to further the emerging line of 

research that explains the processes underlying sexual media effects (e.g., Bleakley et al., 

2011; Peter & Valkenburg, 2009). More specifically, this dissertation aims to explore the 

value of objectification theory, as formalized by Fredrickson and Roberts (1997), McKinley 

and Hyde (1996), and Moradi and Huang (2008), as an explanation for sexual media effects. 

The objectification theory not only explicitly addresses media exposure and adolescents’ 

sexuality but also suggests that the relationship between the two occurs through the 

mechanism of an objectified self-concept. The objectification theory thus provides a 

framework that may reveal which media types can be expected to trigger antisocial sexual 

attitudes (i.e., recreational and gender-stereotypical attitudes) and sexual behaviors (i.e., the 

initiation of sexual intercourse) and may also explain how this process works (i.e., through the 

development of an objectified self-concept).  

A profound examination of the mediating role of an objectified self-concept in 

perpetuating the influence of sexual media effects requires in-depth knowledge of how an 

objectified self-concept is related to adolescent girls’ and boys’ media use. Objectification 
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scholars (Calogero, 2010; Moradi & Huang, 2008; Moradi, 2010) have recently suggested 

that the development of an objectified self-concept should be addressed as a multidimensional 

process of self-objectification, but no study has yet tested this advanced conceptualization. 

Therefore, two cross-sectional studies, one of girls (Chapter 4) and one of boys (Chapter 5), 

are presented to examine the relationship between media use and the recently proposed three-

step process of self-objectification. An additional aim of these studies is to investigate 

whether different types of media relate differently to the self-objectification process. Because 

these studies are the first to conduct profound analyses of how the multidimensional process 

of self-objectification works and of how it relates to adolescents’ use of different media 

genres, separate studies are conducted on girls and boys. Prior literature that addressed 

sexualization among both male and female respondents had a tendency to focus on women, 

and indeed, most research on sexualization relates to women (e.g., Aubrey, 2006). In contrast, 

because a central assumption of the current dissertation is that sexualization is important for 

both girls and boys, we chose to review the relevant literature and to study the process of self-

objectification of girls and boys separately in these studies.  

Building on these two studies, the dissertation finally presents two studies of the 

mediating role of the three-step self-objectification process in the relationship between media 

exposure and sexual attitudes and behaviors. A longitudinal study (Chapter 6) tests whether 

the multidimensional process of self-objectification explains the relationship between 

watching sitcoms and acceptance of the sexual double standard. This study examines sitcoms 

and acceptance of the sexual double standard because sitcoms constitute the most popular 

(sexualizing) adolescent television genre (e.g., Ward, 1995) and because increased acceptance 

of the sexual double standard is one of the most cited but most debated adversarial sexual 

media effects (Ward, 2003). A second longitudinal study (Chapter 7) tests the proposed model 

by examining the relationship between reading sexualizing magazines and the initiation of 

sexual behavior. Media scholars have repeatedly shown that sexualizing magazines stimulate 

the initiation of sexual behavior (Ward, 2003) but have not yet explored the explanatory role 

of the “body” in this relationship.  
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Chapter 1. Maternal Attachment and Television Viewing in Adolescents' Sexual 

Socialization: Differential Associations across Gender
4
 

 

Abstract 

The present study explores whether gender and maternal attachment moderate the 

relationship between television viewing and adolescents’ sexual and gender-stereotypical 

attitudes. A quantitative survey was conducted among 1,026 Belgian adolescents in a targeted 

sample of nine schools (Mean age = 16.3). Findings show that greater exposure to television 

among boys and lower maternal attachment among boys and girls is associated with more 

liberal and stereotypical sexual attitudes. While maternal attachment has a buffering effect on 

the relationship between television viewing and sexual attitudes among girls, maternal 

attachment has a risk-increasing effect among boys. Further research is needed to explore 

more fully the emergence of gender differences in the influence of maternal attachment and 

television viewing on adolescents’ sexual development. 

 

Introduction 

Sexuality is a fundamental part of healthy development for adolescents. Various  

social institutions have called attention to the impact of a healthy sexual development on their 

mental and physical well-being (e.g., Centre for Disease Control and Prevention, 2003; 

Sensoa, 2011). Central to this development is sexual socialization, the acquisition of an 

awareness of ideas, beliefs and values, shared cultural symbols, meanings and codes of 

conduct (Chapin, 2000; Ward, 2003). Sexual socialization takes place inside as well as 

outside the home as boys and girls witness parents, observe community and peer norms, 

consume mass media, and participate in a mixture of activities. Scholars have thoroughly 

described the impact of socialization agents, mostly among American adolescents (e.g., 

L’Engle & Jackson, 2008), but also among Belgian adolescents (Eggermont, 2006), who are 

the subjects of this study.  

This body of research has considered some socialization factors to be protective while 

others are seen as risk-enhancing (Jessor, Van Den Bos, Vanderryn, Costa, & Turbin, 1995; 

L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). A prime example of protective socialization agents are 

adolescents’ mothers, who have been found to socialize adolescent boys and girls toward the 

                                                           
4
  Based on Vandenbosch, L., & Eggermont, S. (2012). Maternal attachment and television 

viewing in adolescents' sexual socialization: Differential associations across gender. 
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acquisition of sexual responsibility and mainstream sexual attitudes (L’Engle & Jackson, 

2008; Manning, Longmore, & Gordiano, 2005). This socialization is primarily characterized 

by maternal attachment (Markham, Lormand, Gloppen, Peskin, Flores, Low, & House, 2010), 

which in Bowlby’s attachment theory (1980) is perceived as an overall protective influence 

on adolescents’ development. On the other hand, a considerable body of American (Ward, 

2003) and European media research (Beentjes, Konig, & Krzeszewski, 2008; Eggermont, 

2006) as well as theoretical perspectives, such as social learning theory (Bandura, 2001) and 

problem-behavior theory (Jessor et al., 1995; L’Engle & Jackson, 2008) have suggested that 

the influence of television needs to be perceived as a risk factor for adolescents’ sexual 

development. American (Kunkel, Farrar, Eyal, Biely, & Donnerstein, 2007) and Belgian 

(Eggermont, 2006) television has been found to contain a very high prevalence of biased 

sexual messages. Exposure to such television content has been related to an increased 

endorsement of liberal and gender-stereotypical views on sexuality, as shown, for instance, 

among 13- to 16-year-old American adolescents (Rivadeneyra & Lebo, 2008). 

Current research thus provided a relatively consistent account of the influence of 

different socialization agents on adolescent sexual health and classified these agents as either 

risk or protection factors (L’Engle & Jackson, 2008; Manning et al., 2005). Few studies (e.g., 

Fasula & Miller, 2006), however, have dealt with the interacting influence of different sexual 

socialization agents. Research has largely disregarded that influences from different 

socialization agents may reinforce or attenuate each other. Therefore, one objective of this 

study is to examine whether the well-documented risk-enhancing impact of television viewing 

may be affected by the protective influence of maternal attachment. Are Belgian adolescents 

scoring high on maternal attachment equally at risk for television’s influence on sexual 

attitudes as adolescents scoring low on maternal attachment?  

The primary objective of this study is, however, to explore whether these interacting 

influences work differently according to gender. While sexual socialization processes 

typically are acknowledged to vary between adolescent boys and girls (Bussey & Bandura, 

1999; Galambos, Almeida, & Petersen, 1990; Serbin, Powlishta, Gulko, Martin, & Lockheed, 

1993), studies have seldom looked at how the identified socialization processes actually 

differ. The lack of knowledge about gender differences impedes more advanced theory 

formation because specific socialization patterns remain unrevealed. Therefore, this study 

continues along the lines of research that hinted at gender differences in the influences from 

television viewing and maternal attachment. Among girls, American evidence has shown that 

maternal attachment may have a buffering impact on the relationships between television 
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viewing and sexual attitudes (De Gaston & Weed, 1996; L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). Among 

boys, American research has suggested that television viewing may alter boys’ interpretations 

of their mothers’ general support, resulting in a risk-increasing impact of maternal attachment 

on the relationship between television viewing and adolescent boys’ sexual attitudes (Abbey, 

1982; Sigal, Gibbs, Adams, & Derfler, 1988). 

The study was conducted in a Western European country, Belgium. This particular 

background is relevant for the interpretation of this study’s findings, as the Belgian context 

has been described as sexually tolerant with a relatively open attitude toward sexual issues. 

Research among Belgian adults has shown, for instance, that they tend to approve of 

premarital sex (Lodewijckx, 1987). Yet, we believe that this study may not only provide an 

understanding of Belgian adolescents’ sexual socialization, but may also be relevant for 

research done in other Western and Northern European countries and in the U.S.. Scholars 

have suggested that sexual and gender socialization processes are to a certain extent similar 

across Western European and North American countries (Peter & Valkenburg, 2006, Serbin et 

al., 1993; Schoentjes, Deboutte, & Friedrich, 1999).  Similarities have been observed between 

the gender and sexual socialization processes of Belgian adolescents and those of their 

counterparts in Western Europe and the U.S. (Bozon & Kontula, 1997; Brutsaert, 1999; 

Creatsas, 1993; Eggermont, 2006; Schoentjes et al., 1999). For instance, while Belgian 

adolescents have been shown to hold rather low levels of endorsement of recreational 

attitudes toward sex and moderate levels of endorsement of gender-stereotypical attitudes 

(Eggermont, 2006), similar levels of endorsement of those sexual and gender-stereotypical 

attitudes have been found in American college students (Ward & Friedman, 2006).  

Similarities between Belgian adolescents and adolescents from other Western 

countries have also been observed for television viewing. Both Belgian (Eggermont, 2006) 

and American (Schooler, Sorsoli, Kim, & Tolman, 2009) adolescents have been shown to 

watch television for approximately 21 hours per week. More importantly, we may expect that 

they also frequently view the same programs, as European research has consistently stressed 

the dominant position of American fiction on European television (De Bens, Kelly, & Bakke, 

1992; De Bens & de Smaele, 2001). For instance, a study on the program content in six 

European countries, including Belgium, noted that American fiction has a major part in the 

amount of fiction broadcast in Europe (De Bens & de Smaele, 2001). As fiction programs 

such as sitcoms and soap operas have been found to be especially popular among American 

(Schooler et al., 2009) and Belgian adolescents (Eggermont, 2006), it seems that the content 

being viewed by these adolescents is frequently similar.  



 
 

32 
 

However, as no research so far has explicitly explored differences in the gender 

socialization, sexual socialization, maternal attachment and television viewing behaviors of 

Belgian adolescents and adolescents of other Western countries, it has to be taken into 

account that the Belgian context is important for the interpretation of our study results.  

 

Television Viewing and Adolescent Sexual and Gender-Stereotypical Attitudes 

The prevalence and nature of sexual content on television have been examined in 

various content analyses (e.g., Farrar et al., 2003; Kunkel et al., 2007). Without exception 

studies in the U.S. have reported on very high frequencies of sexual messages. Research by 

Farrar et al. (2003), for instance, indicated that 64% of all prime time television shows on 

popular American networks include at least some sexual references. This trend persists in 

American (Kunkel et al., 2007; Ward, 1995) and Belgian (Vandenbosch, Vervloessem, & 

Eggermont, 2013; Eggermont, 2006) programs aimed at and popular among adolescents. One 

American study reported that 70% of the 20 most popular adolescent television programs 

feature sexual messages (Kunkel et al., 2007). A similar high frequency of sexual messages 

was found in a Belgian study on programs popular among Belgian adolescents: one out of two 

scenes shown in the most popular programs among Belgian adolescents had a sexual 

orientation (Eggermont, 2006).  

The sexual messages found in Belgian (Eggermont, 2006; Vandenbosch et al., 2013) 

and American television research (Farrar et al., 2003; Kunkel et al., 2007) mostly focus on 

recreational sexual activities and hardly refer to the risks and responsibilities associated with 

sex. In addition, the sexual actions and conversations shown on American (Eyal & Finnerty, 

2009; Kim et al., 2007; Ward, 1995) and Belgian (Eggermont, 2006; Vandenbosch et al., 

2013) television primarily happen between young, successful characters who behave 

according to traditional gender roles, implying that men are portrayed as dominant, sexually 

obsessed characters and women as attractive sex objects.   

This particular portrayal of television characters may affect adolescent viewers. 

According to social cognitive theory people learn through observing the rewarding of 

behaviors performed by attractive role models (Bandura, 2001). If these role models are 

frequently shown enjoying recreational sexual activities, as on television (e.g., Eggermont, 

2006; Ward, 1995), social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001) predicts that exposure to this 

biased portrayal results in increased approval of views of sex as a recreational activity. An 

association between exposure to (specific genres of) television and a more recreational sexual 

attitude has been reported in cross-sectional studies among American college students (Zhang, 
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Miller, & Harrison, 2008; Zurbriggen & Morgan, 2006). Zurbriggen and Morgan (2006), for 

instance, found that the viewing of programs portraying real people in real-life dating 

situations was related to 334 college students’ belief that “dating is a game” (p.10).  

In addition, experimental research (e.g., Kalof, 1999; Ward & Friedman, 2006) has 

shown that sexually oriented television content can have a short-term effect on American 

male and female college students’ sexual attitudes. Kalof’s (1999) experimental research 

pointed out that American college students exposed to a sexually oriented video have more 

recreational sexual attitudes than college students exposed to a neutral video.  

However, despite the consistent findings of the aforementioned studies, conflicting 

results have been reported on the relationship between television viewing and users’ 

endorsement of recreational sexual attitudes. For instance, two cross-sectional studies among 

male and female college students reported null findings for the relationship between 

endorsement of recreational sexual attitudes and exposure to soap operas (Ward & 

Rivadeneyra, 1999; Ward, 2002).   

Given the mixed research findings on the relationship between television viewing and 

sexual attitudes, the present study aims to further explore this issue. In line with the social 

cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001), the first goal of this study is to test the following 

hypothesis: 

H1: Television viewing is positively related to endorsement of a recreational sexual 

attitude.  

 

Furthermore,  American (e.g., Kim et al., 2007; Ward, 1995) and Belgian (Eggermont, 

2006; Vandenbosch et al., 2013) content analyses have revealed that characters shown in 

sexually oriented programs popular among adolescents tend to act according to gender 

stereotypes, suggesting that men are obsessed by sex and women have a subordinate position 

in sexual relationships. Based on social learning theory (Bandura, 2001), we can expect that 

viewing sexually oriented television is, therefore, related to acceptance of such gender 

stereotypes. Two surveys  (Rivadeneyra & Lebo, 2008; Ward & Friedman, 2006) and a 

laboratory study (Ward & Friedman, 2006) have indeed suggested that viewing stereotypical 

sexual television content is related to American adolescents’ endorsement of views about men 

as sex driven and women as sex objects. In Europe, Beentjes et al. (2008) examined whether 

13- to 18-year-old Dutch adolescents who often watched music videos were more likely to 

endorse stereotypical attitudes about masculinity. The results of their survey indicated that 
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watching music videos was a significant predictor of  endorsement of the view that boys 

dominate sexual relationships.  

Similar to the research on recreational sexual attitudes, inconsistent results have also 

been reported for adolescents’ endorsement of gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes. For 

instance, a study of Vandenbosch and Eggermont (2011) among Belgian adolescents found 

that watching romantic reality dating programs did not predict acceptance of gender 

stereotypes. These mixed research results highlight again the need to further explore this 

issue.  

Based on the results of prior studies and referring to social cognitive theory, the 

second and third hypotheses of this study read:  

H2: Television viewing is positively related to having a traditional gender role attitude 

concerning males‘ sexual obsession.  

H3: Television viewing is positively related to having a traditional gender role attitude 

concerning males‘ sexual dominance.  

 

Maternal Attachment and Adolescent Sexual and Gender-Stereotypical Attitudes 

Mothers generally are perceived as the primary role models for their children; they 

shape children’s (sexual) personality through social modeling and by letting them experience 

positive and negative consequences of their actions (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). Processes of 

socialization in the familial transmission model mainly operate through attachment bonds, in 

part because these bonds can serve as punishments or rewards (Bowlby, 1977; Bussey & 

Bandura, 1999). The concept of attachment has been extensively described and explained in 

Bowlby’s attachment theory (1980). Attachment behavior is conceived by Bowlby (1977) “as 

any form of behavior that results in a person attaining or retaining proximity to some other 

differentiated and preferred individual, who is usually conceived as stronger and/or wiser” (p. 

203). In other words, if a person experiences that attachment figures take care of him/her, than 

this person will feel more secure and have increased feelings of trust in other persons 

(Bowlby, 1980).  

Attachment to the mother has been shown to affect American (Allen, McElhaney, 

Kuperminc, & Jodl, 2004; Laible, 2007) and Belgian (Claes, 1998) adolescents’ general 

development in a positive way. A specific positive effect on adolescents’ sexual development 

has also been reported. Maternal attachment was, for instance, related to American middle 

and high school students’ acquisition of sexual responsibility and mainstream sexual attitudes 

(Moore, Raymond, Mittelstaedt, & Tanner, 2002). American adolescents who perceive their 
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mother as opposed to initiating sex are also less likely to begin with sex and to have a lower 

number of sexual partners (Dittus & Jaccard, 2000; Fingerson, 2005). Additionally, maternal 

involvement has been identified as a protection factor against sexual risk taking among 

American adolescents (e.g., Manning et al., 2005; Miller, Brenson, & Galbraith, 2001). For 

example, adolescent girls who have a more secure and caring relationship with their mother 

are less likely to become pregnant (Dittus & Jaccard, 2000). Such studies combined with 

attachment theory (Bowlby, 1980) suggest that an adolescent with a strong attachment to 

his/her mother may be more likely to disapprove of recreational sexual activities. As a result 

of these positively valued associations, we may propose to test whether:  

H4: Maternal attachment is negatively related to endorsement of a recreational sexual 

attitude.  

 

Furthermore, American research has consistently shown that an insecure relationship 

with the mother is related to involvement in sexual offences as these male sexual offenders 

lack crucial understandings of a caring and mutual relationship (Bischof, Stith, & Wilson, 

1992) and hold a fairly stereotypical view on relationships (Ward, Hudson, Johnston & 

Marshall, 1997). More specifically, these American studies suggest that mothers in general 

may reduce the stereotypical views on gender of their daughters and sons. For instance, a 

mother may stress the importance of a caring and mutual relationship between romantic 

partners above the view that “boys only want sex” or that “boys can dominate sexual 

relationships”. This suggestion has been supported in a recent study of Epstein and Ward 

(2011) among American middle-class college students and (14- to 19-year-old) adolescents. It 

showed that higher levels of parental communication were related to lower levels of 

agreement with traditional gender roles. Daughters and sons with a stronger maternal 

attachment may, therefore, be expected to adopt the positively valued views on gender roles 

in sexual relationships. The fifth and sixth hypotheses of this study, therefore, read:  

H5: Maternal attachment is negatively related to having a traditional gender role 

attitude concerning males‘ sexual obsession. 

H6: Maternal attachment is negatively related to having a traditional gender role 

attitude concerning males‘ sexual dominance. 

 

The Interacting Influence of Maternal Attachment, Television Viewing and Gender  

Prior research has suggested that mothers may operate as protective key figures in 

adolescent boys’ and girls’ sexual development (e.g., L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). In contrast, 
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television viewing was considered a negative socializing influence in many studies (Ward, 

2003). In this context, the question arises whether adolescents with greater maternal 

attachment react differently to television’s negative influence than adolescents with lower 

maternal attachment (Epstein & Ward, 2008; L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). Does the influence 

of maternal attachment interact with that of television viewing?  

It is a central assumption in this study that such questions, questions into more 

complex socialization processes, need to be examined from a gender perspective. Scholars 

have emphasized the significance of gender in research on adolescents’ sexual development 

(Bem, 1981; Tolman, Striepe, & Harmon, 2003). During adolescence an intensification of 

gender roles takes place as adolescents fill in the meaning of masculinity and femininity in 

romantic relationships (Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Galambos et al., 1990). Boys’ and girls’ 

perspectives on their roles in romantic relationships are likely to be different, because sexual 

socialization agents reward, or more generally accept, different sexual norms and behaviors 

according to gender (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). As for girls, research has for instance 

indicated that, parents, and mothers in particular, regularly communicate with their college 

student daughters about sexual topics (Lehr, Dilorio, Dudley, & Lipana, 2000). Another study 

among American college students has added that during these conversations mothers (and 

fathers) tend to socialize their daughters in a more restrictive manner than their sons (Lottes & 

Kuriloff, 1994). A similar trend has been found among American  junior high school students, 

as their parents have been shown to have more dating rules for daughters than for sons (De 

Gaston & Weed, 1996).  

In line with such gender differences, we expect the impact of maternal attachment on 

the relationship between television viewing and sexual attitudes to work differently in boys 

and girls. For girls, research suggests to expect that maternal attachment may not only reduce 

the endorsement of harmful sexual attitudes, but that it may also protect girls from the 

damaging influences from other socialization agents, such as television viewing. Strouse, 

Buerkel-Rothfuss and Long (1995) described the impact of family satisfaction on the 

association between watching music videos and American girls’ sexual attitudes and 

behaviors. They found that girls with lower family satisfaction and higher exposure to music 

videos approved of premarital sex six times more than girls with lower family satisfaction and 

lower exposure to music videos. In contrast, girls with higher family satisfaction and higher 

exposure to music videos approved of premarital sex 1.6 times more than girls with higher 

family satisfaction and lower exposure to music videos. Similar results were found for 

adolescent girls’ sexual behaviors (Strouse et al., 1995). In agreement with prior studies on 
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parental mediation among adolescents (Fisher et al., 2009), Strouse et al.’s research (1995) 

highlights the likely importance of family members as protection factors among adolescent 

girls. Possibly, this protective impact may also interact with the expected risky impact of 

television viewing on the sexual development of adolescent girls (Ward, 2003). As the focus 

of this study is on recreational and gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes the seventh, eighth 

and ninth hypotheses read:  

H7: Among girls, maternal attachment has a moderating, buffering influence on the 

relationship between television viewing and having a recreational attitude toward sex.  

H8: Among girls, maternal attachment has a moderating, buffering influence on the 

relationship between television viewing, and having a traditional gender role attitude 

concerning males‘ sexual obsession. 

H9: Among girls, maternal attachment has a moderating, buffering influence on the 

relationship between television viewing and having a traditional gender role attitude 

concerning males‘ sexual dominance. 

 

For boys this socialization process may operate in a different way. Although the 

overall influence of maternal attachment on adolescent boys is expected to be positive, 

American studies among college students have indicated that mothers do not often talk to 

their sons about sexuality, thus turning their general caring support for their sons’ opinions 

and actions more open for interpretation (Epstein & Ward, 2008; Lehr et al., 2000). 

Additionally, research in the U.K. has pointed out that maternal attachment may increase 

boys’ sexual self-esteem (Taris & Semin, 1998). Sexual self-esteem, described by Taris and 

Semin (1998) as “the degree to which adolescents feel able to discuss sexually sensitive 

topics” (p.69), has been regarded as a positive characteristic and has been found to be related 

to an increased confidence in sexual matters among Australian first year college students 

(Rosenthal, Moore, & Flynn, 1991). However, given the proposed lack of sexual 

communication between mothers and their sons (Lehr et al., 2000), the increase of sexual 

esteem may have a different meaning in combination with television viewing. It may well be 

that in interaction with television’s influence, maternal attachment no longer produces lower 

endorsement of stereotypical attitudes or higher sexual self-esteem. Instead of supporting self-

esteem as such, adolescents who are frequently exposed to television’s representation of 

sexuality may interpret general supportive and caring signals of their mothers toward sexual 

self-esteem, as supportive signals toward a liberal and overconfident attitude about males’ 

position in relationships, such as promoted by television. For instance, a mother may support 
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her son to stand up for himself in daily life or more specifically to act self-assured. If this son, 

however, watches a lot of sexual television content (Vandenbosch et al., 2013), he might 

interpret his mother’s signals toward self-assertiveness in terms of being the dominant partner 

in a sexual relationship (Taris & Semin, 1998).  

The suggestion of men’s misinterpretation of sexual issues has already been theorized 

by Abbey (1982). She argued that the typical socialization of a favorable attitude toward sex 

in men may cause them to misperceive female cues, in that “innocent” cues wrongfully are 

believed to imply the notion of “sex”. Such misinterpretation is expected to be especially true 

in combination with stereotypical television contents. An experiment conducted by Sigal et al. 

(1988), for instance, showed that exposure to a romantic movie led American male college 

students to see a women’s friendly behavior as being seductive.  

Therefore, the tenth, eleventh and twelfth hypotheses read:  

H10: Among boys, maternal attachment has a moderating, risk increasing  influence 

on the relationship between television viewing, and having a recreational attitude 

toward sex. 

H11: Among boys, maternal attachment has a moderating, risk increasing influence 

on the relationship between television viewing and having a traditional gender role 

attitude concerning males‘ sexual obsession. 

H12: Among boys, maternal attachment has a moderating, risk increasing influence 

on the relationship between television viewing and having a traditional gender role 

attitude concerning males‘ sexual dominance. 

 

Control Variables 

In the analyses of this study, following other sexual media studies (Brown et al., 2006; 

Ward & Friedman, 2006), the educational level of a respondent’s parents will be seen as an 

indication of social background and be treated as an important control variable, for two 

reasons. First, research has suggested that adolescents from a lower social background 

develop more traditional sexual norms and are more at risk for STD’s (Buckingham & Bragg, 

2004). This is partially due to parental socialization: parents’ with higher socio-economic 

status pass on less permissive sexual norms (Buckingham & Bragg, 2004; Miller et al., 2001). 

In addition, it has been shown that adolescents tend to interpret sexually oriented media 

according to the sexual norms of their own class (Durham, 1999). 
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Method 

Sample and Participant Selection  

Data presented in this chapter are part of a larger quantitative survey on sexual 

television effects that was conducted in 2006. Data were gathered through a two-step 

sampling method. First, nine schools were selected from different parts of Belgium and of 

Belgium’s different schooling levels. Second, the schools that gave permission to cooperate, 

were visited. Pupils of the nine schools completed pencil and paper surveys. Participants were 

told that the goal of the study was to investigate their leisure habits and were guaranteed that 

the questionnaire would be processed anonymously.  

A total of 1,026 respondents participated in the study. Of the 1,026 subjects, 63.1% 

were boys. The mean age was 16.3 years (SD = .63; boys M = 16.41, SD = .65; girls M = 

16.23; SD = .58). Descriptive statistics on the educational levels of the respondent’s parents 

can be found in Table 1. Analyses of gender differences on the educational levels of the 

parents revealed that girls were more likely than boys to have an educated mothers, χ²(4) = 

12.61, p < .05. No other significant differences were found (p > .05).   

 

Table 1. Educational level of the parents. 

 

 Boys  Girls 

 Count % Count % 

Educational level mother
a
      

     No degree 28 4.6% 23 6.5% 

     Elementary school degree 34 5.6% 32 9.0% 

     Degree of secondary school 300 49.4% 140 39.3% 

     Higher degree 245 40.2% 161 45.2% 

Educational level father     

     No degree 28 4.9% 19 5.8% 

     Elementary school degree 30 5.2% 19 5.8% 

     Degree of secondary school 274 47.5% 133 40.3% 

    Higher degree 245 42.4% 159 48.2% 

Note. 
a 
There is a significant difference between boys and girls  

in the educational level of the mother.  
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Assessments and Measures 

Demographics. Participants completed questions about Gender (-1 = girls; 1 = boys), 

Age and Educational Level of Parents. 

Sexual attitude. Recreational Attitude toward Sex were measured with a scale ( = 

.73) adapted from The Sexual Attitudes Scale (Hendrick & Hendrick, 1987), in which 

respondents were asked to indicate their endorsement (1 = never true and 4 = always true) of 

the following three items: “I do not need to be committed to a person to have sex with 

him/her”, “It’s OK to have ongoing sexual relationships with more than one person at a time” 

and “It is possible to enjoy sex with a person and not like that person very much”. By 

summing the item scores and dividing the sum by the total of items, an estimate of 

(dis)agreement with a Recreational Attitude toward Sex was produced.  

Gender-stereotypical attitudes. In order to measure attitudes toward traditional 

gender role norms, a scale based on Snell’s Stereotypes about Male Sexuality Scale (1998) 

was composed. Respondents evaluated seven statements on a four-point Likert scale, ranging 

from I totally do not agree (=1) to I totally agree (=4). Principal components analysis, using 

direct oblimin, yielded two factors. The first factor (eigenvalue: 3.52; explained variance: 

25.16% ;  =  .80) was labeled “Males are Obsessed with Sex” and included five items, such 

as “Most boys are in a state of constant desire” and “Boys are always in the mood for sex”. 

The second factor (eigenvalue: 1.50; explained variance: 10.74%;  = .42) was labeled 

“Males are Sexually Dominant” and contained initially four items. However, in order to 

improve Cronbach’s alpha, we dropped one item ( = .68). The scale then consisted of three 

items: “Boys can force girls to have sex”, “Girls only want real macho guys” and “A real man 

can get every girl he wants”. By summing the item scores of each factor and dividing the sum 

by the total of items, an estimate of (dis)agreement with Males are Obsessed with Sex and 

Males are Sexually Dominant was produced.  

Viewing behavior. Overall television viewing was assessed by asking respondents to 

report how much television they watched on a time line beginning at 7.00 AM and ending at 

1.00 AM. For every day of the week, respondents were asked to indicate on the time line each 

half hour of the day during which they usually watch. The answers were summed to estimate 

the weekly Amount of Television Viewing.  

Attachment to mother. Maternal Attachment was measured with the Inventory of 

Parent Attachment (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). Using a five-point scale ranging from 

never true (= 1) to always true (= 5), respondents indicated their agreement with 25 items, 
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such as “My mother respects my feelings” and “I tell my mother my troubles and problems” 

( = .91). By summing the item scores and dividing the sum by the total of items, an estimate 

of Maternal Attachment was produced.  

 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses 

Table 2 displays descriptive statistics of each measure. The mean time spent on 

television viewing was about 23.5 hours (SD = 25.16) per week or 3.36 hours a day. The large 

standard deviation indicated that considerable differences existed for levels of television 

viewing in adolescents of similar ages. With regard to attachment to mother, boys and girls 

indicated on average that they were rather satisfied about the relationship with their mother as 

the mean score for attachment to mother was 3.39 (SD = .61) on a scale of 1-5. Zero-order 

inter-correlations between all relevant variables included in the study are presented in Table 3 

for boys and girls.  

 

Table 2. Means and standard deviations for the studied variables.  

 

  Boys Girls 

 Min Max M SD M SD 

TV viewing (hours) 0.00 92.50 23.71a 13.23 22.91a 11.44 

Attachment  to mother 1.00 5.00 3.36a .58 3.43b .65 

Recreational sexual attitude 1.00 4.00 2.09a .72 1.62b .56 

Males’ sexual obsession 1.00 4.00 2.38a .59 2.42a .55 

Males’ sexual dominance 1.00 4.00 1.85a .54 1.50b .50 

 Note. Means that do not share subscripts differ at p  <  .05.  

 

Using Pillai’s Trace, a MANCOVA analysis (controlling for maternal and paternal 

educational level) revealed that there were significant differences between boys and girls with 

respect to maternal attachment, television viewing, recreational attitude toward sex, attitude 

toward males’ sex obsession and attitude toward males’ sexual dominance, V  = .19, F(5, 703) 

= 33.86, p <.001, ηp² = .194. Separate univariate ANCOVAs on the outcome variables 
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revealed that girls (M =  3.43, SD = .65) showed greater maternal attachment than boys (M = 

3.36, SD = .58), F(1, 707) = 4.34, p < .05, ηp² = .007.  

Boys (M = 2.09, SD = .72), on the other hand, held a more recreational attitude toward 

sex than girls (M = 1.62, SD = .56), F(1, 707) = 95.20, p < .001, ηp² = .119, and agreed (M = 

1.85, SD = .54) significantly more with statements concerning sexual dominance of males (M 

= 1.50, SD = .50), F(1, 707 ) =  63.29, p < .001, ηp² = .082. 
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Table 3.  Zero-order correlations.  

 

                         Boys 

 

     Girls 

 

Educational 

level of 

mother 

Educational 

level of father 

TV viewing Attachment to 

mother 

Recreational 

sexual attitude 

Males’ sexual 

obsession 

Males’ sexual 

dominance 

Educational level of mother  

 

.48
**

 -.16
**

 .02 -.05 -.04 -.07 

Educational level of father .51
**

 

 

 

 

-.09
*
 .02 -.04 .01 -.07 

TV viewing -.05 

 

-.13
*
 

 

 

 

-.01 .05 .14
**

 .10
*
 

Attachment to mother .01 

 

.01 

 

-.04 

 

 

 

-.12
**

 -.12
**

 -.08 

Recreational sexual attitude  .12
*
 

 

.03 

 

.04 

 

-.26
**

 

 

 

 

.46
**

 .41
**

 

Males’ sexual obsession -.09 

 

-.05 

 

.07 

 

-.11 

 

.11
*
 

 

 

 

.44
**

 

Males’ sexual dominance .02 

 

-.01 

 

.05 

 

-.20
**

 

 

.30
**

 

 

.23
**

 

 

 

 

Note. 
*
p < .05; 

**
p < .01; 

***
p < .001; correlation coefficients in the lower diagonal are from girls; the coefficients in the upper diagonal are from 

boys. 
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Testing Main Hypotheses 

Television viewing, sexual attitudes and gender-stereotypical attitudes. To 

determine whether overall television viewing was positively related to the recreational 

attitude toward sex (H1), the attitude toward males’ sex obsession (H2) and the attitude 

toward males’ sexual dominance (H3), we performed partial correlations (controlling for 

maternal and paternal educational level). The results showed that the higher the level of 

television viewing, the more boys endorsed a recreational sexual attitude (r = .10, p < .05) and 

agreed with stereotypes concerning males’ sexual needs (r = .13, p < .01); the relationship 

between television viewing and stereotypes about males’ dominant sexual position was 

marginally significant (r = .09, p = .07). Significant relationships between television viewing 

and traditional gender role attitudes and a recreational attitude toward sex were, however, not 

found among girls (p > .05). Thus, our first, second and third hypotheses were only partially 

confirmed. 

Attachment to mother, sexual attitudes and gender-stereotypical attitudes. 

Further hypotheses suggested that adolescents who are more securely attached to their mother 

have a less recreational attitude toward sex (H4) and express less traditional gender role 

attitudes (H5-H6). Overall, the findings strongly support these hypotheses and indicate that 

the more attached an adolescent is to his/her mother, the less he or she has a recreational or 

stereotypical sexual attitude. More specifically, in girls as well as in boys the partial 

correlations (controlling for maternal and paternal educational level) showed that maternal 

attachment was negatively related to endorsement of the recreational attitude toward sex (girls 

r = -.22, p < .001; boys r = -.11,  p < .05), the attitude toward males’ sex obsession (girls r = -

.15,  p < .05; boys r = -.15, p < .01) and the attitude toward males’ sexual dominance (girls r = 

-.23, p < .001; boys r = -.12, p < .05). 

Television viewing, attachment to mother and gender. The main focus in this study 

was, however, on the interaction effects between overall television viewing, maternal 

attachment, and gender on adolescents’ sexual and gender-stereotypical attitudes (H7-H12).  

Therefore a set of hierarchical regression analyses was run. The centered variables of parents’ 

educational level, overall television viewing and attachment to mother, and the effect coded 

variable gender were entered in the first step. In the second step, the two-way interaction 

effects of overall television viewing and attachment to mother; of overall television viewing 

and gender; and of attachment to mother and gender were added to the model. In the final 

step, we added the three-way interaction effect of overall television viewing, attachment to 

mother and gender. Results are summarized in Table 4. 
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Tests of multicollinearity were performed as some of the independent variables might 

be strongly correlated. Multicollinearity was tested using the variance inflation factor (VIF). 

All variance inflation factors were below the critical value of 5.3 (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & 

Black, 1992). The average VIF value for the models with the dependent variables recreational 

attitude toward sex (1.18), attitude toward males’ sex obsession (1.18) and attitude toward 

males’ sexual dominance (1.17) were each below 1.2. The average VIF value is very close to 

1 which indicates that collinearity is not a problem for the reported models (Field, 2006).   

According to the hypotheses of this study maternal attachment would produce an 

attenuating influence on the relationship between television viewing and sexual attitudes  

among girls (H7-H9) and a reinforcing influence among boys (H10-H12). The analyses 

indicated that a significant three-way interaction effect emerged in two of the three analyses; a 

significant three-way interaction effect was found for the endorsement of a recreational 

attitude (β = .09, p < .05) and for the attitude toward males’ sexual obsession (β = .15, p < 

.001). Although not significant, the three-way interaction effect on the attitude toward males’ 

sexual dominance pointed at a similar direction (β = .07, p = .07). Note that the reported 

significant three-way interaction effects for the endorsement of a recreational attitude (p < 

.05) and for the attitude toward males’ sexual obsession (p < .01) remained significant after 

we applied a Bonferroni correction of the p-values (Dawson & Richter, 2006).   
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Table 4. Hierarchical regression analyses of recreational attitude toward sex, attitude toward males’ sexual obsession and attitude toward 

males’ sexual dominance. 

 Recreational sexual attitude  Males’ sexual obsession Males’ sexual dominance 

 B SE B Β B SE B β B SE B β 

Step 1          

    Educational level of mother .06 .09 .03 -.16 .13 -.05 .05 .07 .03 

    Educational level of father -.05 .08 -.02 .04 .12 .02 -.14 .06 -.09* 

    TV viewing .01 .00 .06 .01 .01 .12** .00 .00 .07 

    Attachment to mother -.51 .12 -.15*** -.58 .17 -.13** -.37 .09 -.14*** 

    Gender .71 .07 .34*** -.21 .11 -.07* .46 .06 .28*** 

Change in R²   .15***   .04***   .12*** 

          

Step 2          

    TV viewing X Attachment to mother .00 .01 .03 -.01 .01 -.03 .00 .00 -.00 

    TV viewing X Gender .00 .00 .03 .00 .01 .01 .00 .00 .02 

    Attachment to mother X Gender .05 .12 .02 -.13 .17 -.03 .13 .09 .05 

Change in R²   .00   .00   .00 

          

Step 3          

    TV viewing X Attachment to mother X Gender .01 .01 .09* .03 .01 .15*** .01 .00 .07 

Change in R²   .01*   .02***   .00 

Final R² (= adjusted)   .15   .05   .11 

F   15.83***   4.80***   11.84*** 

DF   9/751   9/724   9/750 

Note. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
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To further examine the direction of the significant three-way interaction effects, 

graphical representations of the interactions were derived based on the procedures of Aiken 

and West (1991) and Dawson and Richter (2006) (see Figures 1a and 1b). 

In line with H7, H8 and H9, the plots indicated that maternal attachment operated as a 

buffer against the relationship with television viewing among girls. Girls who were more 

securely attached to their mothers appeared to be less susceptible for the negative influence of 

television viewing on recreational attitudes toward sex and on attitudes toward males’ sexual 

obsession. In agreement with H10, H11 and H12, sons’ attachment to their mothers increased 

the risks of television viewing. Boys who were more securely attached to their mothers were 

more susceptible for the negative influence of television viewing on recreational attitudes 

toward sex and on attitudes toward males’ sexual obsession.  

Furthermore, slope difference tests (Aiken & West, 1991; Dawson & Richter, 2006) 

were performed and indicated several significant differences. With respect to the relationship 

between television viewing and the recreational attitude, the slope for boys with high maternal 

attachment was significantly different from the slopes for girls with high maternal attachment 

(t = 2.58, p < .05) and for boys with low maternal attachment (t = 2.59,  p < .05).  

 

Figure 1. Three-way interaction effect of television viewing, maternal attachment and gender 

on recreational attitude toward sex. 
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With respect to the relationship between television viewing and the attitude toward 

males’ sexual obsession, the slope for boys with high maternal attachment was significantly 

different from the slopes for girls with high maternal attachment (t = 3.54, p < .01) and for 

boys with low maternal attachment (t = 2.48, p < .05). In addition, the slope for girls with low 

maternal attachment significantly differed from the slopes of girls with high maternal 

attachment (t = -2.79, p < .01) and boys with low maternal attachment (t = -2.77, p < .05).  

 

Figure 2. Three-way interaction effect of television viewing, maternal attachment and gender 

on attitude toward males’ sexual obsession. 

 

 

Discussion 

Prior research frequently examined the influence of different socialization agents on 

adolescent sexual health and classified the agents as either risk or protection factors (L’Engle 

& Jackson, 2008; Manning et al., 2005). Research has also started to examine the combined 

influence of different sexual socialization agents among early adolescents (e.g., Fasula & 

Miller, 2006). Building on these findings, the present study sought to increase insight into the 

relationships among maternal attachment, television viewing, gender and Belgian adolescents’ 

sexual attitudes. As expected, findings underscore a negative relationship of adolescent sexual 

attitudes to television viewing and a positive relationship to maternal attachment. The data 

also revealed a moderating influence of maternal attachment on the association between 

television viewing and adolescent sexual attitudes. However, direction of the interaction 

Figure 1b.
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effects of sexual socialization agents vary by gender. Therefore, this study suggests that 

gender may serve as an important moderator for the combined influence of sexual 

socialization agents.   

With reference to the expected negative relationship with television viewing (H1-H3), 

our findings supported a risk increasing influence from television viewing among boys. Their 

television viewing was positively related to a recreational sexual attitude and gender 

stereotypes. The fact that the risk increasing influence of television viewing on sexual 

attitudes was only found in the male part of the sample is remarkable, as some American 

studies in the field of sexual media studies have reported that girls are more likely than boys 

to be influenced by television viewing (Ward, 2003). This finding is in agreement, however, 

with studies that have challenged the idea of a greater influence on girls, and that only 

reported significant associations in the male part of their college student samples (e.g., Lanis 

& Covell, 1995; Kaestle, Halpern, & Brown, 2007). This has been explained by referring to a 

defensive reaction in women against traditional sexual attitudes (Lanis & Covell, 1995); as 

gender stereotypes portrayed in sexual media contents reflect patriarchal values, and as they 

can be seen as more beneficial from a male point of view, they may provoke a reaction of 

resistance in female viewers  (Fromme & Emihovich, 1998; Reiss, 1956). Prior research 

supporting this suggestion has reported null findings for American girls (e.g., Kaestle et al., 

2007), as in this study, or even has shown that Canadian female college students become less 

stereotypical as a result of exposure to sexual content (e.g., Lanis & Covell, 1995). A second 

explanation for the fact that an influence from television viewing only emerged in males, may 

lie in the nature of the stereotypes studied, which are stereotypes related to behaviors enacted 

by males. Social cognitive theory expects that male adolescents identify more strongly with 

male television characters (e.g., Cohen, 2001; Bussey & Bandura, 1999). These identification 

processes may imply a stronger endorsement of stereotypes related to male behaviors among 

male viewers. Future research needs to explore a possible mediation of stronger identification 

processes due to gender similarity. 

On the other hand, our study does not rule out that significant associations between 

television viewing and traditional sexual attitudes may exist among girls. While this study 

focused on overall television viewing and not on sexually oriented programs, various other 

sexual media studies (e.g., Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999) maintained that sexual effects are 

only to be expected from using specific television genres, such as soap operas. However, 

American research has consistently shown that adolescent boys (Alexander, 1985) and young 

males (Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999) do not watch these kinds of programs as often as girls and 
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young women do. Therefore, boys may run a lower risk of being affected by, for instance, 

soap series. This does not mean that boys are immune for television’s influence, as our 

findings illustrate. It merely suggests that boys may rather be influenced by other types of 

programs. Belgian (Eggermont, 2004) and American (Kaestle et al., 2007) research among 

adolescents supports this suggestion by reporting significant influences from overall 

television viewing, and music television viewing in particular. Therefore, the use of more 

specific measures would perhaps have revealed significant associations among girls too. This 

study did not include a specific measure for exposure to sexually oriented television programs 

and this limits our findings.  

Irrespective of whether the effect of television viewing on recreational and gender-

stereotypical attitudes exclusively occurs in males or not, it is important to note that such 

attitudes can be problematic in at least three ways. First, adolescents’ endorsement of a 

recreational sexual attitude generally implies a more favorable attitude toward sex (Peter & 

Valkenburg, 2010). American research has suggested that such a favorable attitude is related 

to earlier sexual initiation among adolescents (L’Engle & Jackson, 2008; Martino, Collins, 

Kanouse, Elliot, & Berry, 2005), which in Europe (Creatsas, 1993) and the U.S. (Weinstock, 

Berman, & Cates, 2004) is seen as risk behavior, because young, sexually active adolescents 

have an increased chance of sexually transmitted diseases (STD’s) and pregnancy. Second, an 

increased gender-stereotypical attitude can be harmful for females’ mental health. Feminist 

literature suggests that the sexual double standard is organized by patriarchy and reflects an 

unequal society for males and females (Fromme & Emihovich, 1998; Reiss, 1956). Moreover, 

acceptance of the sexual double standard is expected to relate to sexual objectification of the 

female body, which increases women’s mental health risks such as sexual dysfunction and 

eating disorders (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Finally, American research has suggested 

that males’ recreational and gender-stereotypical attitudes are related to misunderstandings of 

females’ cues (Johnson, Stockdale, & Saal,  1991; Smirles, 2004) leading to increased 

ambivalence in dating situations, which has been associated with an increased likelihood of 

sexual harassment (Krahé,  Scheinberger-Olwig,  & Kolpin, 2000). 

With respect to the hypothesized moderating influence of maternal attachment on the 

relationship between television viewing and adolescent sexuality (H7-H12), findings in the 

female part of the sample indicate a risk-decreasing influence of attachment to the mother, 

whereas findings in the male part of the sample indicate a risk-increasing influence. These 

results are in line with our hypotheses. As the MANCOVA-output illustrates, boys and girls 

hold different sexual attitudes, which may be due to different socialization processes. Indeed, 
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American girls have been shown to experience a more restrictive sexual socialization, which 

tends to result in more careful attitudes toward sexual relationships (De Gaston & Weed, 

1996; Lottes & Kuriloff, 1994). Our Belgian study findings add that especially mothers who 

have a caring relationship with their daughters socialize them toward more responsible and 

less stereotypical sexual attitudes. Moreover, higher maternal attachment seems to protect 

adolescent girls from the negative impact of television viewing. In agreement with American 

research of Strouse et al. (1995), our findings highlight that girls with a lower attachment to 

their mothers appear to be more at risk for the impact of television viewing, or vice versa. 

However, maternal attachment cannot be seen as an unconditionally protective 

influence, as this study revealed that boys’ attachment to their mothers may indirectly 

increase the endorsement of harmful sexual attitudes. Boys who showed greater attachment to 

their mothers appeared to be more susceptible for the harmful influence of television viewing 

on their sexual attitudes. Drawing on Abbey’s (1982) misinterpretation assumption, these 

findings could suggest that boys may not only misinterpret cues from potential romantic 

partners, but may also misinterpret their mothers’ supportive signals toward sexual self-

esteem (Taris & Semin, 1998). When mothers, for instance, encourage their sons to talk about 

“taboo subjects” such as sexuality and to pose questions, heavy television viewers, who are 

frequently exposed to biased sexual portrayals, may misinterpret these pedagogical intentions 

as a confirmation of the importance of sex in their life or as an approval of recreational sexual 

activities.  

This misinterpretation hypothesis, which is in need for continued research, may be 

explained by gender-stereotypical scripts becoming more accessible as a result of prolonged 

television exposure, and may be accounted for by priming theory. Script theory argues that 

television viewing increases the accessibility of gender-stereotypical scripts, and priming 

theory adds that accessible scripts are more likely to be retrieved and used in later judgments. 

Male heavy television viewers may base their interpretations of mothers’ attachment on these 

(more accessible) gender-stereotypical scripts and, therefore, may interpret their mothers’ 

signals as supportive of gender stereotypes and recreational attitudes (Bem, 1981; Huesmann, 

1988). Future survey and experimental research is needed to explore this suggestion. These 

studies may also test the hypothesis that misinterpretation only occurs in families with 

infrequent conversations about sex; or, explore the hypothesis that maternal attachment 

combined with more communication about sex with the mother has a neutral or risk 

decreasing influence on the impact of television viewing, because more communication may 

prevent boys from misinterpreting their mothers’ signals. 
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Finally, another explanation for the findings among boys may lie in the possibility of a 

spurious relationship. It cannot be ruled out that certain unmeasured variables, such as 

stereotypical attitudes of the mother, parental mediation and attachment to the father may 

mediate the studied relationships (Miller et al., 2001). For example, it is possible that not 

maternal but paternal attachment exerted the observed risk-increasing influence. Indeed, 

Canadian research has already noted that male adolescents with greater attachment to their 

mother are more attached to their father too (Doyle, Lawford, & Markiewicz, 2009). Also, 

British male adolescents have indicated that unlike their mothers, their fathers often joke 

about sexual images (Buckingham & Bragg, 2004). Joking about sexually stereotypical 

images may be interpreted as supportive signals for sexual objectification of girls. These 

signals combined with stronger paternal attachment of adolescent boys might exert, in 

interaction with television viewing a risk enhancing influence. Future research is needed to 

test these explanations.  

In short, this  study furthers our understanding of the ways in which sexual attitudes 

are socialized by maternal attachment and television viewing. Moreover, the findings refer to 

the conditions in which the risk increasing influence of television and the protective influence 

of maternal attachment may appear. The study provides initial insights into the interaction 

effect between television viewing, maternal attachment and gender and suggests that the 

influence of attachment to the mother on associations between television viewing and sexual 

attitudes appears to be risk-increasing for boys and risk-decreasing for girls. This study 

underscores the need to give more empirical attention to gender in sexual media research. 
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Chapter 2: Sexually Oriented Television Viewing and Adolescents’ Attitude Toward 

Uncommitted Sexual Exploration: The Moderating Role of Sensation Seeking and 

Gender
5
 

 

Abstract 

The current study examines how sexual television viewing and sensation seeking are related 

to girls’ and  boys’ attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration using data from a two-

wave panel study with a six-month interval (N = 1,096). Hierarchical regression analyses 

showed a positive three-way interaction effect demonstrating that sensation seeking has a 

decreasing effect on the relationship between viewing sexual television and attitude toward 

uncommitted sexual exploration among boys, but an increasing effect among girls. More 

specifically, girls who showed higher levels of sensation seeking and boys who showed lower 

levels of sensation seeking appeared to be more susceptible for the negative influence of 

sexual television viewing on their attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration. However, 

higher levels of sensation seeking among boys and lower levels of sensation seeking among 

girls decreased the risks of sexual television viewing. Discussion focuses on adolescent risk-

groups defined by sexual television viewing, sensation seeking and gender. 

 

Introduction 

Over the past decades, popular mass media have been criticized for promoting sexual 

activities among audiences considered too young for being engaged in sexual acts (Ward & 

Rivadeneyra, 1999; Ward, 2003). For instance, television has been shown to contain a very 

high prevalence of biased sexual messages (e.g., Kunkel, Biely, Eyal, & Finnerty, 2007). 

Because television is still one of the most consumed mass media among adolescents 

(Schooler, Sorsoli, Kim, & Tolman, 2009), scholars have stressed the importance of 

examining television’s role in adolescents’ acquisition of ideas, beliefs and values regarding 

sexuality (Brown,  Halpern, &  L’Engle, 2005; Ward, 2003). Moreover, published research 

has described television as a so-called risky sexual socialization agent and systematically 

reported on relationships between exposure to (sexual) television content and adolescents’ 

increased endorsement of recreational and gender-stereotypical attitudes toward sexuality and 

                                                           
5  Based on Vandenbosch, L., & Beyens, I. (accepted, 2014). Sexually oriented television 

viewing and adolescents’ attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration: The 

moderating role of sensation seeking and gender. Journal of Children and Media. 
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involvement in sexual behaviors (Brown, L’Engle, Pardun, Guo, Kenneavy, & Jackson, 2006; 

Rivadeneyra & Lebo, 2008; Ward, 2003).  

The present study used longitudinal self-report data obtained from 1,092 12- to 18-

year-olds to examine adolescents at risk for the impact of television viewing. The study 

sought to organize and test prior scholarly assumptions on the influence of gender, sensation 

seeking and television viewing on adolescents’ sexual development to achieve a more detailed 

understanding of adolescent risk groups. More specifically, the study aimed to extend 

established research knowledge in three ways.  

The first contribution refers to the limited number of sexual media studies using a 

longitudinal design and focusing on adolescents. Cross-sectional studies have repeatedly 

reported a relationship between viewing sexual television content and young adults’ sexual 

self  (e.g., Aubrey, Harrison, Kramer, & Yellin, 2003), but scholars (e.g., Ward, 2003) have 

warned that both longitudinal studies and studies among adolescents are lacking. Longitudinal 

studies are needed to support the theoretically proposed temporal order of the sexual 

television effect. Additionally, adolescents especially deserve research attention because of 

their developing sexuality and lack of prior sexual experiences. From a developmental 

perspective, their attitudes toward “new” sexual behaviors, such as sexual exploratory 

behaviors, may be particularly important, though longitudinal research on how adolescents 

develop such attitudes is scarce (Peter & Valkenburg, 2008). Within this view, the present 

study aims to focus on adolescents’ attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration, defined 

by Peter and Valkenburg (2008, p.581) as “positive or negative views of sexual 

experimentation in a casual, nonrelational setting”. Both identity developmental theory and 

social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001; Peter & Valkenburg, 2008) underscore the 

importance of the development of such a sexual self, as it may guide sexual risk behavior.  

The second contribution of this study concerns its focus on the role of sensation 

seeking in adolescents’ sexual development. Rolison and Sherman (2002) have suggested that 

sensation seeking may stimulate adolescents’ tendency to be involved in risky behavior. 

Sexual research has noted that such an affective and sensory personality trait may play an 

important role in adolescents’ developing ideas, beliefs and values of sexuality (Hendrick & 

Hendrick, 1987). Despite some notable examples (e.g., Hendrick & Hendrick, 1987; 

Henderson et al.,  2005) and indirect research evidence (Hull, Hennessy, Bleakley, Fishbein, 

& Jordan, 2011), the relationship between sensation seeking and adolescents’ sexual attitudes 

has rarely been the focus of an empirical (longitudinal) study. Therefore, the present study 
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aims to examine the impact of sensation seeking on adolescents’ developing attitude toward 

uncommitted sexual exploration. 

The third and most important contribution of this study is to respond to scholars’ call 

for more research on adolescents’ differential susceptibility to the impact of television 

viewing. Theoretical models (e.g., Steele, 1999; Valkenburg & Peter, 2013) and results of 

prior studies (e.g., Chapter 1) have pointed out that interactions between individual 

characteristics and television viewing may identify adolescent risk groups. Nevertheless, 

research on such risk groups is scarce and in particular regarding sensation seeking 

nonexistent. In order to address this lacuna, the present study examines the possibility of a 

three-way interaction effect of exposure to sexually oriented television programs/music 

television, sensation seeking and gender on adolescents’ attitude toward uncommitted sexual 

exploration. The identification of risk groups may be especially relevant for future 

interventions aimed at reducing the adversarial effects of sexual media use.  

 

Sexually Oriented Television Programs, Music Television and Attitude Toward 

Uncommitted Sexual Exploration 

Content analyses have indicated that popular television programs as well as music 

videos frequently portray sexual messages (Andsager & Roe, 2003; Kunkel et al., 2007; 

Pardun, L’Engle, & Brown, 2005). These messages all stress the importance of  “sex”, though 

they also differ in their perspectives toward sexuality (Kelly, 2010). Across the sexual 

messages shown on television, scholars have especially focused on the ones promoting 

recreational sexual activities (Ward, 2003). For instance, Kelly (2010) remarked that popular 

teenage programs promote the idea that being a virgin is embarrassing and devastating for 

one’s reputation, because “cool”  teenagers have a diverse and interesting sex life. Similar 

sexual messages have been found in music television. Music videos especially focus on “the 

game” of sexually attracting a romantic partner by suggestive dance moves or physical actions 

(Anderson & Roe, 2003). 

Based on the premises of social learning theory, promoting these uncommitted, 

recreational sexual activities may increase the endorsement of attitudes that support such 

behaviors among adolescents. Social cognitive theory expects that individuals learn through 

observing rewarded behaviors performed by attractive role models (Bandura, 2001). Since the 

role models on television are frequently shown enjoying a wide range of uncommitted sexual 

activities (Ward, 2003), social cognitive theory predicts that viewers are more likely to 
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support this kind of behavior and thus have a positive attitude toward uncommitted sexual 

exploration (Bandura, 2001; Ward, 2003). 

Research has supported this particular proposition by reporting a positive cross-

sectional relationship between media promoting sexual exploration (i.e., sexually explicit 

websites) and the attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration (Peter & Valkenburg, 

2008). Research has also found similar (cross-sectional) relationships among adolescents: the 

more adolescents watch television, the higher the likelihood that they will endorse more 

sexually permissive attitudes, such as a positive attitude toward sex as a recreational activity 

(Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999). Therefore, our research proposes to test the following 

hypothesis:  

H1a: Sexual television viewing (i.e., popular television programs and music 

television) is positively related to the endorsement of a positive attitude toward 

uncommitted sexual exploration.  

 

Sensation Seeking and Attitude Toward Uncommitted Sexual Exploration 

Next to the impact of television viewing, sensation seeking may also stimulate 

adolescents’ positive attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration. Zuckerman (1979, 

p.10) describes sensation seeking as “the need for varied, novel, and complex sensations and 

experiences and the willingness to take physical and social risks for the sake of such 

experiences.” Prior research (Arnett, 1994) has found higher levels of sensation seeking 

among adolescents than among adults. In this view, Arnett (1996) has argued that sensation 

seeking is an important developmental explanation for the increased number of risk behaviors 

during adolescence. In line with this explanation, his research further reported relationships 

between adolescents’ levels of sensation seeking and risk behaviors including several sexual 

risks, such as having sex without contraception and having an increased number of sexual 

partners (Arnett, 1996). Other research (e.g., Seto, Lalumière, & Quinsey, 1995) has found 

similar results showing that sensation seeking was related to earlier first sexual intercourse 

and a higher variety of sexual activities. 

Furthermore, Zuckerman (1979) has argued that sensation seeking not only affects 

one’s sexual behaviors, but also sexual attitudes. The reported associations between sensation 

seeking and sexual risk behavior (e.g., Arnett, 1996; Seto et al., 1995) seem to suggest that 

high sensation seekers have more positive views of uncommitted sexual exploration. More 

specifically, high sensation seekers are likely to positively value new sensational (sexual) 

experiences (Henderson et al.,  2005; Zuckerman, 1979), which may explain why they have 
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been involved in an increased number of (risky) sexual behaviors (e.g., Seto et al., 1995). 

Therefore, we propose to add the following statement to hypothesis 1:  

H1b: Sensation seeking is positively related to the endorsement of a positive attitude 

toward uncommitted sexual exploration.  

 

The Interacting Influence of Television Viewing, Sensation Seeking and Gender  

Media scholars have called for more research on adolescent risk groups (e.g., 

Valkenburg & Peter, 2013; Ward, 2003). One particular challenge in such research is to 

identify variables that enhance or reduce the impact of media use (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). 

In the context of adolescents’ attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration, various pieces 

of empirical and theoretical evidence not only suggest that gender, sensation seeking and 

television viewing play a role in adolescents’ sexuality, but also propose that this role may 

change due to in-between interactions (Arnett, 1994; Bem, 1981; Steele, 1999; Ward, 2003). 

More specifically, a synthesis of prior multidisciplinary research on adolescence, sexuality 

and media suggests that interactions may occur between gender and sensation seeking, gender 

and television viewing, and sensation seeking and television viewing, suggesting all together 

a three-way interaction effect between gender, sensation seeking and television viewing on 

adolescents’ attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration.  

With respect to the interaction between gender and sensation seeking, gender schema 

theory may be important. This theory expects that boys and girls learn gender-stereotypical 

schemas, described as cognitive networks of associations considered as being “typical” for a 

specific gender and denoting how a boy or a girl is expected to act in specific circumstances 

(Bem, 1981). Specifically regarding sexuality, boys have repeatedly been found to be 

socialized more permissively than girls (Lottes & Kurilloff, 1994; Chapter 1). These different 

socialization processes may lead to differences in what female and male high sensation 

seekers perceive as high sensational activities (Arnett, 1994; Bem, 1981; Zuckerman, 1979). 

Given that boys are more socialized toward sexual activities and sexual initiative, while girls 

are more socialized toward reticence and protection of sexual reputation (cf. sexual double 

standard) (Bem, 1981; Lottes & Kurilloff, 1994), the effect of sensation seeking on sexuality 

may be stronger in boys than in girls. Because of this difference in socialization, we 

hypothesize that high sensation seeking boys are more likely than high sensation seeking girls 

to endorse positive attitudes toward high sensational sexual activities, such as uncommitted 

sexual exploration. One study confirmed this suggestion, as it reported more agreement with 
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risky activities among male high sensation seekers than among female high sensation seekers 

(McDaniel & Zuckerman, 2003). 

With respect to the interaction between gender and television viewing, it has been 

suggested that gender socialization processes affect adolescents’ interaction with television 

content (Steele, 1999; Steele & Brown, 1995). Steele and Brown’s media practice model 

(1995) stresses the role of interaction with media expecting that the cultural meaning given to 

media content depends on the user’s (preexisting) cognitive, affective, and/or behavioral 

characteristics. Research applying this model has reported that boys and girls react differently 

to sexually oriented media (Steele, 1999): while girls started to laugh with sexual video clips, 

boys reacted rather silently suggesting they were “unimpressed” by the portrayed content. In 

addition, it has been noted that boys seem to be less affected by sexual media content than 

girls. Ward (2003) suggests the possibility of a ceiling effect on sexual attitudes in which boys 

already agree with sexually permissive attitudes and do not need exposure to media to create 

or reinforce that attitude (Ward, 2003). However, for girls, it is expected that there is still 

room for change, and thus for a potential sexual media “effect” on their attitudes (Ward, 

2003).  

With respect to the interaction between television and sensation seeking, Steele’s 

media practice model (1999) also highlights the importance of other individual factors than 

gender. One of these factors may be sensation seeking. As argued in hypothesis 2, high 

sensation seekers are expected to agree more strongly with a positive attitude toward 

uncommitted sexual exploration (Arnett, 1996; Zuckerman, 1979). Applying Ward’s (2003) 

suggested ceiling effect to the interaction between sensation seeking and television viewing, it 

can be hypothesized that television viewing may be more likely to reinforce the permissive 

attitudes of low sensation seekers, who are expected to have more room for an increase in 

permissivity. High sensation seekers, on the other hand, may be less likely to increase their 

agreement with sexually permissive attitudes after watching sexual television messages as 

they may already agree with such attitudes.  

In short, earlier research (e.g., Arnett, 1994; Ward, 2003) directly or indirectly 

suggests that interaction effects exist between gender and sensation seeking, gender and 

television viewing, and sensation seeking and television viewing. We expect that the impact 

of sensation seeking is stronger among boys, that the impact of television is stronger among 

girls, and that the impact of television is stronger among low sensation seekers. However, 

these three interactions have not yet been systematically tested within a single model. 

Moreover, it has not yet been examined whether a three-way interaction effect may identify 
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adolescents at risk more accurately than the suggested two-way interactions. Therefore, we 

propose to explore the following research question:   

Q1: Does the relationship between sexual television viewing (i.e., popular television 

programs and music television) and having a positive attitude toward uncommitted 

sexual exploration differ according to adolescents’ gender and levels of sensation 

seeking?  

 

Method 

Sample and Participant Selection  

The data presented in this chapter are part of a larger study called MORES (= Media 

Onderzoek Relaties en Seksualiteit). This study was a three-wave panel study with an interval 

of six months and was conducted with 12- to 18-year-old adolescents. The data used in this 

study were collected in March and September 2010, which represent the first and second 

wave of the three-wave longitudinal survey. A longitudinal study allows to describe a 

temporal order between variables. Because of the relatively rapid sequence of developmental 

changes (Mul, 2004), a six months interval period was expected to enable a more full 

understanding of developmental trajectories.  

In March 2010, the first quantitative survey was conducted in twelve schools
6
 selected 

from different parts of Belgium, different schooling levels and different ages. All pupils of the 

twelve schools that were present at the moment the researchers visited the school completed 

pencil-and-paper surveys. Pupils were told that the goal of the study was to investigate their 

leisure habits and were guaranteed that the questionnaire would be processed confidentially. 

As Belgian pupils are not accustomed to incentives in a school context, these were not 

provided. Approval for the survey was received from the institutional review board of the host 

university. As customary in Belgium, informed consent was obtained from the school head. In 

September 2010, the follow-up quantitative survey was conducted in the twelve schools that 

had participated in March. A total of 1,504 pupils filled in the questionnaire at baseline and a 

total of 1,426  pupils participated again in the survey at time 2.  

A total of 1,096 pupils with a mean age of  15.40 years (SD = 1.47)  filled in the 

questionnaires of the two waves (response rate: 72.87%). The majority of the sample were 

                                                           
6
 Due to different attrition rates and use of data of the study MORES, the numbers of the 

selected schools and adolescents participating in a study differ across Chapters 2 to 7.  
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boys (56.7%). The youngest pupil was 12 years old and the oldest 18 years; 95.4% were born 

in Belgium and 4.6% in another country.  

A χ²-test revealed that girls (79.9%) were significantly more likely than boys to 

complete both questionnaires (68.2%), χ² (1) = 25.11, p < .001. Using Pillai’s Trace, a 

MANOVA analysis further revealed that there were significant differences between 

adolescents participating in one wave and adolescents participating in both waves, V = .07, 

F(7, 1018) = 10.86, p <. 001, ηp² = .07. Separate univariate ANOVAs on the outcome 

variables revealed that adolescents participating in one wave showed lower scores on 

educational level (M = 2.14, SD = .87) than adolescents participating in two waves (M = 2.57 

SD = .65), F(1, 1024) = 67.91, p < .001, ηp² = .06. Additionally, adolescents participating in 

one wave showed higher sensation seeking scores (M = 3.50, SD = .88) than adolescents 

participating in two waves (M = 3.36 SD = .81), F(1, 1024) = 4.29, p < .05, ηp² = .004. No 

other significant differences were found.  

 

Assessments and Measures 

Control variables. Based on prior research (L’Engle & Jackson, 2008; Ward, 2003) 

our study included the following control variables: Age, Pubertal Status and Educational 

Level. In accordance with prior research (McCabe, Ricciardelli, & Finemore, 2002), we 

selected two items (r = .55, p <. 001) from the Pubertal Development Scale of Petersen (1988) 

to measure Pubertal Status. The items were “Describe the level of body hair growth” and 

“Describe the development of breasts” (girls) or “Describe the development of voice change” 

(boys). Respondents could answer these items with not yet started (= 1), just started (= 2), is 

still going on (= 3), and seems complete (= 4). By summing the item scores and dividing the 

sum by the total of items, an estimate of Pubertal Development was produced. 

Educational Level was measured based on the academic track in which the pupil was 

enrolled. More specifically, the secondary school system in Belgium is divided into three 

levels, with the highest level (General education = 3) preparing teenagers for continued 

education, the middle level (Technical education = 2) teaching primarily technical skills, and 

the third level (Vocational education = 1) leading to professions, such as baker or mason.  

Sensation seeking. The Brief Sensation Seeking Scale-4 (BSSS-4) was used to 

measure Sensation Seeking (Stephenson et al., 2003). Using a five-point scale ranging from 

never true (= 1) to always true (= 5), respondents indicated their agreement with four items, 

such as “I like new and exciting experiences, even if I have to break the rules” ( = .69). By 
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summing the item scores and dividing the sum by the total of items, an estimate of Sensation 

Seeking was produced. 

Exposure to music television. A 7-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) through (almost) 

every day (= 7)) was used to ask how often they watched the three music video channels 

TMF, JIMtv, and MTV. By summing the frequency rating of TMF, JIMtv and MTV, and 

dividing the sum by the total of items, an estimate of Music Television viewing was produced. 

Exposure to sexually oriented television programs.  In order to select popular 

sexually oriented television programs that promote sexual messages, a pilot study was 

conducted among 70 adolescents three weeks prior to the main survey in March 2010. In this 

pilot study, adolescents were asked to indicate how often they watched each television 

program that was broadcast during the three weeks prior to data collection on a 5-point scale 

((almost) never (= 1) through (almost) every week (= 5)), how often each television program 

included messages on romantic relationships on a 10-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) through 

(almost) always (= 10)), and how often each television program included messages on 

sexuality on a 10-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) through (almost) always (= 10)). Sexuality 

and romantic relationships were both described by examples of scenes containing such 

content (Kunkel et al., 2007; Pardun et al., 2005). Regarding sexuality, talking about or 

showing French kissing, cuddling, and sexual intercourse were included as examples. 

Regarding romantic relationships, talking about or showing a crush, a romantic love story, 

jealousy between romantic partners or peers who have fallen in love with the same romantic 

partner were mentioned as examples. Based on the frequency of viewing these television 

programs and the scores on prevalence of romantic and sexual messages (i.e., higher than 3), 

we selected the 20 most popular sexually oriented programs to include in our study. Examples 

of programs were Grey’s Anatomy, Home and Away, Desperate Housewives and The Big 

Bang Theory. Several of these programs have also been described in prior research as being 

popular among adolescents and containing sexual imagery (e.g., Kunkel et al., 2007).  

Adolescents of the main sample were asked to indicate how often they watched each 

of the 20 popular sexually oriented television programs by using a 5-point scale ((almost) 

never (= 1) through (almost) every week (= 5)). By summing the frequency scores of 

television programs and dividing the sum by the total of programs, an estimate of exposure to 

sexually oriented television programs was produced. 

Attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration.  The questionnaire included a 

scale developed by Peter and Valkenburg (2008) to measure the attitude toward uncommitted 

sexual exploration. The authors demonstrated reliability of the scale in their own research and 
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the reliability was again confirmed in our study (wave 1  = .79 and wave 2  = .82 ). On a 5-

point scale ((almost) never (=1) through (almost) always (=5)), respondents evaluated six 

statements, such as “It is important to gather experience with multiple sexual partners” and “It 

is important to try out as many sexual things as possible before you start with a steady 

relationship”. By summing the item scores and dividing the sum by the total of items, an 

estimate of Attitude toward Uncommitted Sexual Exploration was produced. 

 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses 

Table 1 displays descriptive statistics of each measure for boys and girls. Using 

Pillai’s Trace, a MANCOVA analysis (controlling for age, pubertal status and respondents’ 

educational level) revealed significant differences between boys and girls, V = .11, F(5, 806) 

= 20.40, p < .001, ηp² = .11. Separate univariate ANCOVAs on the outcome variables 

revealed that boys scored higher on sensation seeking (boys M = 3.40, SD =.83, girls M = 

3.32, SD = .81 ), F(1, 810) = 7.40, p < .01, ηp² = .01, attitude toward uncommitted sexual 

exploration at time 1 (boys M = 2.62, SD =.74 , girls M = 2.22, SD = .73 ), F(1, 810) = 63.12, 

p < .001, ηp² = .07 and attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration at time 2 (boys M = 

2.62, SD =.77 , girls M = 2.16, SD =  .73), F(1, 810)= 69.46, p < .001, ηp² = .08. Girls (M = 

1.89, SD =  0.47), on the other hand, watched more sexually oriented television than boys (M 

= 1.74, SD =  0.49) , F(1, 810) = 9.76, p < .01, ηp² = .01.  

Zero-order inter-correlations between all relevant variables included in the study are 

presented in Table 2 for boys and girls. 

 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for the variables studied. 

  Boys Girls 

 Min Max M SD M SD 

Sensation seeking (W1) 1 5 3.40 .83 3.32 .81 

Television programs (W1) 1 5 1.74 0.49 1.89 0.47 

Music television  (W1) 1 5 4.37 1.88 4.31 1.79 

Sexual exploration (W1)  1 5 2.62 .74 2.22 .73 

Sexual exploration (W2)  1 5 2.62 .77 2.16 .73 
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Table 2. Zero-order correlations. 

 

                                                     Boys   

 

  Girls 

Television 

programs (W1) 

Music  

television (W1) 

Sensation 

seeking (W1) 

Sexual 

exploration (W1) 

Sexual 

exploration (W2) 

Television programs (W1) 1 .39
***

 .09
*
 .10

*
 

 

.06 

 

Music television (W1) .35
***

 1 .19
**

 .10
*
 .06 

 

Sensation seeking (W1) .08 .18
***

 1 .25
** 

 

.22
**

 

 

Sexual exploration (W1)  -.04 .04 .13
**

 1 .54
**

 

 

Sexual exploration (W2)  .03 .08 .15
**

 .54
***

 1 

Note.  
*
p < .05; 

**
 p < .01; 

***
 p < .001; correlation coefficients below the diagonal are from girls; coefficients above the diagonal  

are from boys. 

 

 

 

 



72 
 

Testing Main Hypothesis and Research Question 

Testing hypothesis 1. To examine whether viewing sexually oriented television 

programs, viewing music television, and sensation seeking were positively related to the 

attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration (H1a and H1b), we performed a hierarchical 

regression analysis, for boys and girls separately. Age, pubertal status, respondents’ 

educational level and attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration at time 1 were entered 

in the first step as control variables. The second step entered the predictors as respectively 

hypothesized in hypothesis 1: viewing sexually oriented television programs, viewing music 

television and sensation seeking. The model was significant for both boys, F (7, 427) = 28.37, 

p < .001, and girls, F (7, 372) = 20.48, p < .001. 

For boys, the model explained 30.6% of the variance of attitude toward uncommitted 

sexual exploration. More specifically, the explained variance significantly increased from 

29.5% to 30.6% when adding the hypothesized predictors (p  < .05). The results showed that 

neither the level of viewing sexually oriented television programs nor music television 

predicted boys’ attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration (p  > .05). The level of 

sensation seeking did emerge as a significant predictor for boys’ positive attitude toward 

uncommitted sexual exploration (β = .13, p < .005). Thus, our first hypothesis was only 

partially supported for boys. 

For girls, the model explained 26.5% of the variance. The explained variance did not 

significantly increase when adding the hypothesized predictors (p  > .05). The results showed 

a positive but non-significant influence of the level of viewing sexually oriented television 

programs/music television and sensation seeking on girls’ attitude toward uncommitted sexual 

exploration (p  > .05). Thus, our first hypothesis was not supported for girls. 

Testing research question. The main aim of this study is to examine an interaction 

effect between sexually oriented television viewing, sensation seeking, and gender on 

adolescents’ attitude toward sexual exploration at time 2 (Q1). Two hierarchical regression 

analyses (with centered variables) were run to explore this research question. Age, pubertal 

status, respondents’ educational level and attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration at 

time 1 were entered in the first step as control variables. The first hierarchical regression 

analysis entered viewing sexually oriented television programs as predictor and the second 

analysis viewing music television. In the second step of each regression analysis, the two-way 

interaction effects of viewing sexually oriented television programs/music television and 

sensation seeking; viewing sexually oriented television programs/music television and 

gender; and sensation seeking and gender were added. In the final step, we added the three-
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way interaction of viewing sexually oriented television programs/music television, sensation 

seeking and gender. Results are summarized in Table 3. 

Multicollinearity was found to be no problem in our analyses; all variance inflation 

factors (VIF) were below the critical value of 5.3 (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1992). 

The average VIF value for the models with sexually oriented television programs (1.7) and 

music television (1.8) were also close to 1 indicating that collinearity is not a problem for the 

reported models (Field, 2006).   

According to our expectations, sensation seeking and being a boy would produce an 

attenuating influence on the relationship between sexually oriented television viewing and 

attitude toward sexual exploration. In addition, our literature review suggested an interaction 

effect between gender and sensation seeking. However, none of the two-way interaction 

effects reached significance (p  > .05). The analyses did indicate a significant three-way 

interaction effect for viewing sexually oriented television programs (β = .09, p < .05) and for 

viewing music television (β = .06, p < .001).  
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Table 3. Hierarchical regression analyses of attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration. 

 

 Television programs Music television  

 B SE B β B SE B β 

Step 1       

Age  (W1) -.03 .02 -.05 -.03 .02 -.05 

Pubertal status (W1) .02 .04 .02 .03 .04 .03 

Educational level (W1) .04 .04 .03 .05 .03 .04 

Sexual exploration (W1) .52 .03 .50*** .53 .03 .51*** 

TV (= Television programs  (W1) / Music television (W1)) .00 .00 .03 .01 .01 .03 

Sensation seeking (W1)     .08 .03 .08** .10 .03 .10*** 

Gender (W1) -.24 .05 -.16*** -.26 .05 -.17*** 

Change in R²   .349***   .360*** 

       

Step 2       

    TV X Sensation seeking .00 .00 .00 .00 .01 .01 

    TV X Gender .00 .00 .02 .03 .02 .03 

    Sensation seeking X Gender -.04 .05 -.02 -.05 .05 -.03 

Change in R²   .001   .002 

       

Step 3       

    TV X Sensation seeking X Gender .02 .01 .09** .056 .027 .06* 

Change in R²   .008**   .003* 

Final R² (= adjusted)   .350   .365 

F   42.28***   45.64*** 

DF   11/834   11/875 

Note.   *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
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The direction of the significant three-way interaction effect was further explored with 

graphical representations based on the procedures of Aiken and West (1991) and Dawson and 

Richter (2006) (see Figures 1 and 2). The plots indicated that sensation seeking mitigated the 

relationship with sexually oriented television viewing among boys. High sensation seeking 

boys appeared to be less susceptible for the influence of viewing popular sexually oriented 

television shows and music television on the attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration. 

In contrast, low sensation seeking boys were more likely to have a positive attitude toward 

uncommitted sexual exploration when frequently watching popular sexually oriented 

television shows and music television. Among girls, higher levels of sensation seeking 

increased the risks of sexually oriented television viewing. High sensation seeking girls were 

more susceptible for the negative influence of viewing popular sexually oriented television 

shows and music television on their attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration. 

However, girls with lower levels of sensation seeking were less likely to endorse such 

attitude when frequently watching popular sexually oriented television shows and music 

television. Furthermore, slope difference tests (Aiken & West, 1991; Dawson & Richter, 

2006) were performed to test for significant differences. 

For viewing popular sexually oriented television programs the tests showed that the 

slope for boys with higher levels of sensation seeking differed significantly from the slopes 

for boys with lower levels of sensation seeking (t = -2.77,  p < .01) and girls with higher 

levels of sensation seeking (t = 2.93,  p < .01). Additionally, the slope for girls with lower 

levels of sensation seeking differed significantly from the slopes for boys with lower levels of 

sensation seeking  (t = -2.02,  p < .05) and girls with higher levels of sensation seeking (t = 

2.83,  p < .01). 
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Figure 1. Three-way interaction effect of viewing sexually oriented television programs, 

sensation seeking, and gender on adolescents’ attitude toward sexual exploration.  

 

 
 

 

With respect to music television viewing, the slope for girls with high levels of 

sensation seeking was marginally significantly different from the slopes for girls with low 

levels of sensation seeking (t = 1.89, p = .06) and for boys with high sensation seeking levels 

(t = 1.87,  p = .06). 
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Figure 2. Three-way interaction effect of viewing music television, sensation seeking, and 

gender on adolescents’ attitude toward sexual exploration. 

 

 

 

Discussion 

The present study proposed to increase scholarly knowledge on adolescents’ 

differential susceptibility to the impact of sexually oriented television viewing by examining 

how sensation seeking and gender moderated the impact of sexually oriented television 

viewing on adolescents’ attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration. Our findings 

indicate that the influence of sexually oriented television viewing depends on the level of 

sensation seeking and viewers’ gender. In line with prior research (see for example Chapter 

1), our study highlights the importance of taking into account viewers’ gender and personality 

traits to identify adolescents particularly at risk for the impact of television viewing. 

 Cross-sectional research has repeatedly reported relationships between watching 

sexually oriented television content and adolescents’ sexual attitudes (e.g., Rivadeneyra & 

Lebo, 2008), though, some studies have also reported null findings (e.g., Ward & 

Rivadeneyra, 1999). Furthermore, prior studies (e.g., Wingood et al., 2007) have repeatedly 

examined the sexual media effect without differentiating between boys and girls or taking 
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into account personality traits. The lack of attention for specific risk groups may, however, 

cause scholars to erroneously conclude that no sexual media effect exists. The present study 

aimed to examine the relationship between viewing sexual television messages and 

adolescents’ sexuality more extensively by applying a longitudinal design and focusing on 

adolescent risk groups. The results of our study especially highlight the relevance of focusing 

on risk groups instead of the general crowd of adolescents.  

Our study results offer evidence for theoretical models stressing the relevance of 

media users’ personal background, such as adolescents’ media practice model (Steele & 

Brown, 1995), gender schema theory (Bem, 1981), social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001) 

and the recently proposed differential susceptibility to media effects model (Valkenburg & 

Peter, 2013). More specifically, high sensation seeking girls were found to have a more 

positive attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration when they regularly watched 

popular sexually oriented television programs and music television. As girls are traditionally 

being socialized to be more protective about their sexual reputation and to avoid sexual 

adventures (Bem, 1981; Lottes & Kurilloff, 1994), it is likely that girls differ from boys in 

what they perceive as high sensational sexual activities. This suggestion was also supported 

by boys’ and girls’ reported mean values on their attitude toward uncommitted sexual 

exploration: in general, girls are less likely than boys to support positive views of 

uncommitted sexual exploration.  

However, girls with higher levels of sensation seeking may be more interested in new 

“exciting” (and for girls socially disapproved) sexual experiences. Sensation seeking may 

therefore especially stimulate their interest in activities undermining their “highly valued” 

sexual reputation. More specifically, theoretical assumptions, such as the media practice 

model or social cognitive theory (Arnett, 1994; Bandura, 2001; Steele, 1999; Zuckerman, 

1979), suggest that this interest may make them more willing to learn the benefits of sexual 

experimentation from attractive role models presented in television content. Due to their 

personal background, they may perceive the portrayed media characters as more similar to 

themselves (Steele, 1999), and identify more strongly with the portrayed media content 

(Bandura, 2001). The increased interest in and identification with the sexual media content 

may thus explain the reported positive relationship between sexually oriented television 

viewing and attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration among high sensation seeking 

girls. 

In contrast, low sensation seeking girls may react with more resistance toward the 

recreational sexual attitudes promoted in sexually oriented television content, as they are less 



 
 

79 
 

likely to positively value uncommitted sexual exploration. These girls have been found to 

avoid risky sexual activities (Lottes & Kurriloff, 1994) and have less personal interest in 

becoming involved in such activities (Hendrick & Hendrick, 1987). Exposure to sexually 

oriented television content that promotes sexual recreational attitudes may increase their 

disapproval of such attitudes and subsequently decrease their attitude toward uncommitted 

sexual exploration. In this view, prior research has also suggested that resistance against 

sexual media messages may occur among girls (e.g., Lanis & Covell, 1995). 

A similar process between preexisting gender schemas, levels of sensation seeking 

and sexual television messages may have occurred among boys. In general, boys have higher 

levels of sensation seeking than girls (Arnett, 1994) and are more likely to agree with 

recreational sexual attitudes than girls (Chapter 1; Ward, 2003). This may imply that boys 

with higher levels of sensation seeking already have a more positive attitude toward 

uncommitted sexual exploration. When being exposed to sexual media messages, high 

sensation seeking boys may find the portrayed sexual activities not sensational enough, which 

results in lower levels of support toward uncommitted sexual exploration.  

In contrast, low sensation seeking boys were found to increase their agreement with 

uncommitted sexual exploration when frequently watching sexual television messages. 

Although these boys have been socialized to be more sexually permissive (Lottes & Kurilloff, 

1994), their low sensation seeking levels may make them less likely to actively search for 

sexual adventures (Arnett, 1996). Against this personal background, it becomes increasingly 

likely that the promotion of sexual exploration on sexually oriented television is positively 

endorsed.  

In sum, gender socialization theories argue that girls are socialized to avoid risky 

(sexual) behaviors, while risky (sexual) acts are often supported among boys (Kim et al., 

2007; Ward, 2003). The difference in the social approval of sexual risk behaviors or 

adventures is expected to interact with sensation seeking, causing high sensation seeking 

boys to value risk behaviors differently than high sensation seeking girls. This preexisting 

difference may subsequently interact with the messages promoted in sexual television 

content, resulting in differences in the direction of the relationship between sexually oriented 

television viewing and the attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration between low 

sensation seeking boys/high sensation seeking girls and low sensation seeking girls/high 

sensation seeking boys. Future research is needed to explore the proposed explanation.  

Furthermore, our study was based on social cognitive theory, which predicts that 

observing attractive media role models’ sexual behaviors being rewarded may increase 
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viewers’ positive attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration (Bandura, 2001; Ward, 

2003). Moreover, this theory also predicts that attitudes stimulate cognitive consistent 

behaviors, suggesting that media may influence adolescents’ sexual attitude, which, in turn, 

may affect their sexual behaviors (Bandura, 2001; L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). Regarding 

sexual exploration, future research should thus examine how the relationship between 

adolescents’ attitude toward sexual exploration, sexually oriented television viewing, 

sensation seeking and gender affects their subsequent sexual behavior. Especially during late 

adolescence and emerging adulthood when individuals become more independent from their 

parents and gain more freedom the previously developed positive attitude toward sexual 

exploration may play an important role (Lefkowitz, Gillen, Shearer & Boone, 2004). 

Nevertheless, the reported three-way interaction effect in the current study was relatively 

small. Future research should therefore examine which contextual factors may strengthen 

(e.g., peers) and which may diminish (e.g., religion) the influence of sexual television 

viewing, sensation seeking and gender (L’Engle & Jackson, 2008).  

While one of the key strengths of our study is its longitudinal design, significant 

differences were found between follow-up participants and dropouts. Adolescents who 

dropped out in the second wave showed higher levels of sensation seeking and had lower 

educational levels. This might have led to an underestimation of the effects found in this 

study. For instance, inclusion of the dropouts in the second wave of the study could have 

resulted in more pronounced two-way interaction effects, because of their higher sensation 

seeking levels. All in all, possible limitations concerning the representativeness of the follow-

up sample are mitigated by a relatively low loss to follow-up. Furthermore, although the 

reported pilot study results on sexually oriented television programs were in line with other 

research (Kunkel et al., 2007), the measurement of exposure to sexually oriented television 

programs in this study may not have been valid and important sexually oriented television 

programs may not have been included. Future research should address this issue, as this 

shortcoming could cause an underestimation of the influence of viewing sexually oriented 

television programs.  

The findings of this study also stress the importance of sensation seeking in 

identifying adolescents who are more at risk for the sexually socializing impact of television. 

Future research may explore which other personality factors help to understand the role of 

media in adolescents’ sexual development and whether their impact differs according to 

adolescents’ gender. For instance, one study reported that individuals with higher levels of 

neuroticism were more susceptible for media effects (Roberts & Good, 2010). These results 



 
 

81 
 

have been explained by referring to stronger emotional reactions of individuals high on 

neuroticism (Roberts & Good, 2010). Also, research has shown that women generally score 

higher on neuroticism than men (Lynn & Martin, 1997). Possibly, media users’ level of 

neuroticism and gender may also influence how sexual media messages are interpreted and 

endorsed.  

In addition, future research on risk groups should consider the reciprocity of the 

relationship between media use and adolescents’ sexual attitudes. The present study was 

based on a media effect perspective and provided support for the existence of a three-way 

interaction effect between sensation seeking, gender and television viewing on adolescents’ 

attitude toward uncommitted sexual exploration. However, future research should also 

examine whether high sensation seeking girls and low sensation seeking boys have a higher 

interest in and use of sexual television content. In this view, prior panel studies have indeed 

suggested that the associations between sexual media use and adolescents’ sexual 

development are more likely to be reciprocal than one-way (e.g., Bleakly Hennessy, Fishbein, 

& Jordan, 2008). 

In conclusion, the present study extends research on adolescents’ sexual development 

by using longitudinal data for testing the risk-increasing effect of television viewing on 

adolescents’ sexual attitudes and by exploring the three-way interaction effect between 

sensation seeking, gender and television viewing on adolescents’ attitude toward 

uncommitted sexual exploration. In line with Chapter 1, this study shows that it is of 

particular importance in sexual media effects research to identify particular high-risk 

categories in order to more fully explain the role of media in adolescents’ sexual 

development. 
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Chapter 3. Sexually Explicit Websites and Sexual Initiation: Reciprocal Relationships 

and the Moderating Role of Pubertal Status
7
 

 

Abstract 

A two-wave panel study was conducted among adolescents (Mean age = 14.78; N = 639) to 

examine the relationship between using sexually explicit websites and sexual initiation with 

particular attention to adolescents’ pubertal status. Structural equation modeling and logistic 

regression analysis indicated that frequent users of sexually explicit websites were five times 

more likely to initiate sexual intercourse than non-users. Pubertal status moderated this 

relationship: an increased likelihood to initiate sex was found among adolescents in an early 

pubertal stage who frequently viewed sexually explicit websites. However, a lower likelihood 

to initiate sex was found among adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage. The possibility of 

a reciprocal relationship was also examined but was not supported. 

 

Introduction  

A considerable body of research has argued that adolescents are at risk for harmful 

effects from using sexual media content (Ward, 2003). The most important reason for 

assuming adolescents to be an important risk group is the central position of sexual processes 

in adolescent development. Triggered by a set of essential biological, cognitive, and social 

changes, sexuality increasingly assumes a greater prominence in the awareness of young 

people (Tolman & McClealand, 2011) and scholars have argued that these developments may 

well increase adolescents’ susceptibility to effects from exposure to sexually oriented media 

(e.g., Ward, 2003).  

Building on the rich tradition of research on the effects of sexual media, the present 

study examines whether viewing sexually explicit websites is related to early sexual 

initiation, and whether this relationship is stronger among adolescents who are in the middle 

of experiencing fundamental physical changes (Mul, 2004). By examining this particular 

process, the study aims to address three important shortcomings, thus increasing 

understanding of how sexual media may influence adolescents’ sexual development. The first 

contribution responds to scholars’ call to identify factors that may accelerate sexual initiation 

(O’Donnell, O’Donnell, & Stueve, 2001; Tolman & McClelland, 2011) and the suggestion 

                                                           
7 Based on Vandenbosch, L., & Eggermont, S. (2013). Sexually explicit websites and sexual 

initiation: Reciprocal relationships and the moderating role of pubertal status. Journal 

of Research on Adolescence, 1-14.  
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that one of these factors may be the use of sexually explicit websites (Brown & L’Engle, 

2009). Second, the study explores the possibility of a reciprocal relationship, thus elaborating 

on initial evidence that relations between the consumption of traditional sexual media, such 

as television and magazines, and sexual outcomes may go in both directions (Aubrey, 2007; 

Bleakly, Hennessy, Fishbein, & Jordan 2008). Our third contribution is the testing of the 

hypothesized moderating role of pubertal status on the connection between visiting sexually 

explicit websites and early sexual initiation, examining the often mentioned assumption that 

linkages between media use and sexual outcomes are stronger among adolescents who are at 

the onset of puberty (e.g., Eggermont, 2006).  

To meet these objectives, a two-wave panel study of 12- to 16-year-old adolescents (N 

= 639) was conducted in the Western European country of Belgium. This particular European 

context, and its relatively liberal sexual beliefs and values, are undoubtedly of importance in 

the interpretation of this study’s findings (see Chapter 1 for more information). Yet, scholars 

from the U.S., other Western European countries, and Belgium have reported similar trends 

regarding the level of exposure to sexually explicit internet content (Vandoninck, D’Haenens, 

& Donoso, 2010; Wolak, Mitchell, & Finkelhor, 2007), the age of initiation of sexual 

intercourse (Avery & Lazdane, 2008; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2006) and 

the effects of sexual media on adolescents (e.g., Eggermont, 2006; Ward, 2003), leading us to 

assume that the relevance of the findings is not confined to the context of this study.  

 

Sexual Maturation during Adolescence  

The onset of early adolescence is characterized by pubertal transformations, which on 

average start between the ages of 9 and 14 years (Nottelmann et al., 1987; Roelants, Hauspie, 

& Hoppenbrouwers, 2009). More specifically, one Belgian study reported that boys’ genital 

development starts at an average age of 11.4 years, whereas girls’ breast development starts 

at an average age of 10.7 years (Roelants et al., 2009). Comparable trends have been found 

among boys and girls from the U.S. (e.g., Nottelmann et al., 1987) and other Western 

European countries (e.g., Mul et al., 2001). The onset of sexual development has been 

explained by referring to the activation of hormones, such as sex steroids, which then 

continue to increase throughout pubertal development (Nottelmann et al., 1987). Toward the 

end of puberty, hormonal levels are expected to decrease slightly and, more importantly, to 

remain stable (Buchanan, Eccles, & Becker, 1992).  

Physical maturation and the associated changes in hormones are paralleled by the 

emergence of sexual feelings (Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1989; Richards & Larson, 1993). 
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In this respect, Brooks-Gunn and Furstenberg (1989) noted that changes in adolescent 

hormones stimulate sexual behavior by increasing feelings of sexual arousal and/or by 

changing the social environment due to the physical maturation of secondary sex 

characteristics. Richards and Larson (1993) added that advanced physical maturation was 

also associated with increased romantic feelings among American boys and girls. Motivated 

by these new romantic feelings, but also by sexual arousal and the new experience of being 

seen as a sexual being, adolescents may begin to explore sexual interactions (Brooks-Gunn & 

Furstenberg, 1989; Vanwesenbeeck, de Graaf, Meijer, & Poelman, 2006). In Belgium, just as 

in the U.S., the average age at which adolescents initiate sex is between 17 and 18 years 

(Avery & Lazdane, 2008; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2006).  

Although sexual exploration is normative and developmentally expected during 

adolescence (Tolman & McClelland, 2011, p. 242), sexual initiation taking place before the 

age of 16 years has been described as a risk factor (Dickson, Paul, Herbison, & Silva, 1998; 

Paul, Fitzjohn, Herbison, & Dickson, 2000). Early sexual initiation has been linked to high-

risk sexual activities, such as having multiple sex partners or having sex while being 

intoxicated (O’Donnell et al., 2001, p. 268), and to physical and mental health risks. Sexually 

transmitted diseases, teenage pregnancy and negative emotional feelings (such as lower 

relationship quality) have been shown to occur more often among adolescents who initiated 

sex at an early age (Dickson et al., 1998; Kotchicka, Shaffera, Miller, & Forehanda, 2001; 

O’Donnell et al., 2001). Sexual health educators have explained these risks by referring to 

young adolescents’ limited cognitive capacities and lack of sexual experience (e.g., de Wit, 

Breeman, & Woertman, 2005; O’Donnell et al., 2001). Sexually inexperienced early 

adolescents may feel less responsible for their own sexual acts and be less able to resist 

sexual desire (de Wit et al., 2005). In this respect, scholars have signaled the importance of 

sexual socialization agents.  

 

Sexual Socialization of Adolescents: The Role of Sexually Explicit Websites 

Sexual socialization agents are responsible for adolescents’ acquisition of an 

awareness of ideas, beliefs and values as well as shared cultural symbols, meanings and codes 

of conduct (Ward, 2003). According to social cognitive theory, individuals learn by 

observing the rewarding of behaviors performed by attractive role models (Bandura, 2001). If 

these role models are frequently shown to be enjoying risky sexual behaviors, such as having 

sex without contraception or at a young age, adolescents may be more inclined to imitate 

these behaviors.  

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272735899000707#AFF1
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272735899000707#AFF1
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 One sexual socialization agent that has received recent research attention is sexually 

explicit internet content, defined as content showing genitals and sexual behavior in 

unconcealed ways with the aim of arousing the viewer (Peter & Valkenburg, 2006). The 

majority of Belgian adolescents (61.2%) have indicated that they regularly search for 

sexually explicit internet content (Vandoninck et al., 2010). Research has reported that 

adolescents are exposed to sexually explicit websites quite frequently and that they value 

those websites as a source of both sexual arousal and information (Vanwesenbeeck et al., 

2006). However, the entertaining and informative characteristics that adolescents ascribe to 

pornographic content are in strong contrast to academic literature’s qualification of 

pornography as “a poor, and indeed dangerous, sex educator” (Flood, 2009, p.384). Content 

analyses of pornographic media have shown that pornography represents explicit sexual 

actions in a gender-stereotypical way without considering the risks and responsibilities 

associated with sex (e.g., McKnee, 2005). Learning from such examples is expected to lead 

to socially undesirable sexual attitudes, such as a sexist attitude toward women, and risky 

sexual activities, such as early sexual initiation among adolescents (Flood, 2009).  

Studies have supported the view of sexually explicit websites as a risky sexual 

socialization agent. For instance, Peter and Valkenburg (2009b; 2010) reported that 

adolescents who have been exposed to sexually explicit online material are more likely to 

view women as sex objects (2009b) and to have more recreational attitudes toward sex 

(2010). Cross-sectional studies have suggested that visiting sexually explicit websites is 

associated with sexual risk-taking, such as having more sexual partners (Braun-Courville & 

Rojas, 2009). One longitudinal study found that viewing sexually explicit media was 

associated with an earlier initiation of oral sex and sexual intercourse (Brown & L’Engle, 

2009). Based on the latter results and prior research on sexual attitudes and behaviors (e.g., 

Peter & Valkenburg, 2010) as well as social cognitive theory (Bandrua, 2001), the first 

hypothesis of this study is as follows:  

H1a: Higher consumption of sexually explicit websites at time point 1 predicts a 

higher likelihood of having initiated sexual intercourse at time point 2. 

 

When studying the impact of sexually explicit websites on sexual initiation, the  

possibility of a reverse effect, in which sexual initiation encourages sexually active 

adolescents to deliberately search for sexually explicit content, has to be taken into account 

(Brown & L’Engle, 2009, p.149). Prior panel studies have indeed suggested that the relations 

under scrutiny are more likely to be reciprocal than one-way (Aubrey, 2007; Bleakly et al., 
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2008). These findings may be explained within several theoretical frameworks, such as the 

theory of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) and social learning theory (Bandura, 2001); 

other explanatory models include the media practice model (Steele, 1999) and Ward’s (2003) 

conceptual model of the media’s contribution to sexual socialization. These models predict 

that: the association between sexual media use and sexual outcomes is circular as adolescents 

select media content in line with their sexual attitudes and behaviors (thus avoiding cognitive 

dissonance); in turn, the selected sexual media content intensifies prior sexual attitudes and 

stimulates corresponding sexual behaviors (i.e., social learning and interaction).  

However, when scholars specifically studied sexually explicit websites, another 

conclusion emerged. Peter and Valkenburg (2008a, p.207) reported that visiting sexually 

explicit websites positively affected sexual preoccupancy (i.e., a strong cognitive engagement 

with sexual issues) one year later, whereas no evidence was found for a reverse effect. 

Similar conclusions emerged in studies examining instrumental attitudes toward sex (Peter & 

Valkenburg, 2009a) and sexual uncertainty (Peter & Valkenburg, 2010). So far, only one 

internet study found a reciprocal relationship between exposure to sexually explicit websites 

and the view of women as sex objects (Peter & Valkenburg, 2009b, p. 407). 

Given the inconsistent evidence for pornographic internet content and the scarcity of 

research on reciprocal relations between sexual internet use and sexual behavior, the present 

study aims to further explore this issue. In line with the notion of selective exposure 

(Festinger, 1957; Steele, 1999; Ward, 2003), the second hypothesis is as follows:  

H2a: Sexual initiation at time point 1 predicts higher consumption of sexually explicit 

websites at time point 2. 

 

Pubertal Status  

Several studies have tried to identify factors that may reinforce or alter the effects that 

sexual media have on adolescents (Ward, 2003). One of these factors may be pubertal status. 

More specifically, research on the effects of sexual media has explicitly focused on 

adolescents because major sexual developments take place during the period between 

childhood and adulthood (Ward, 2003). Drawing on this context, it is surprising to note that 

research has rarely tested the possible moderating role of specific developmental 

characteristics, such as pubertal status (Eggermont, 2006; Ward, 2003). Especially with 

regard to using sexually explicit websites, pubertal status may be of great relevance. 

 The role of pubertal status may be explained within Ward’s (2003) conceptual model 

of media’s contribution to sexual socialization and Steele’s media practice model (1999) that 
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both stress the role of individual differences, such as pubertal status, in interactions with 

sexual media content. Pubertal transformations, such as the elevation of hormone levels and 

related physical maturation, tend to increase adolescents’ drive for sexual exploration 

(Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1989); it has been hypothesized that they interact with 

adolescents’ interest in sexual imagery featured in media (Brown et al., 2005), which may 

stimulate adolescents’ likelihood of having sexual intercourse (Bleakly, Hennessy, Fishbein, 

& Jordan, 2009). More specifically, hormonal changes and the development of secondary sex 

characteristics in early puberty make adolescents experience sexual feelings in a way that has 

not been experienced before (Buchanan et al., 1992). The novelty of these sexual feelings in 

line with physical changes may cause adolescents to be less critical and more willing to learn 

from sexual images shown on sexually explicit websites (Bandura, 2001; Buchanan et al., 

1992). In contrast, adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage are likely to be more 

accustomed to feelings of sexual desire (Buchanan et al., 1992) and may therefore be less 

susceptible to the effects from viewing sexually explicit media.  

In line with models from sexuality research, such as the sexual behavior sequence of 

Byrne (1977), and sexual risk literature, such as the biosocial model of Smith, Udry, and 

Morris (1985), we expect that sexual feelings are triggered by viewing sexually explicit 

media content and may stimulate sexual behavior. However, the extent to which sexual 

feelings relate to sexual behavior after sexual media exposure may depend on adolescents’ 

pubertal status. Theoretical arguments (Steele, 1999; Ward, 2003) and empirical research 

(Bleakly et al., 2009; Brown et al., 2005; Buchanan et al., 1992) have thus suggested that 

adolescents in an early pubertal stage may be more vulnerable to the effects of viewing 

sexually explicit media compared with adolescents in an advanced pubertal status. As this 

assumption has not yet been tested, we propose the following addition to the first hypothesis:  

H1b: The longitudinal impact of using sexually explicit websites on sexual initiation will 

be stronger for adolescents in an early pubertal stage than for adolescents in an 

advanced pubertal stage. 

 

 A similar argument could be applied to the reverse effect of sexual initiation on 

consuming sexually explicit websites. As research has suggested that sexual behavior and 

sexually-oriented media use are reciprocally associated (Bleakly et al., 2008) and that 

adolescents in an early pubertal stage are more likely to be interested in sexually oriented 

media (Brown et al., 2005), it can be hypothesized that the reverse effect will also be stronger 

for adolescents in an early pubertal stage. When adolescents in early puberty initiate sexual 
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intercourse, they may develop a stronger motivation to seek sexual arousal, such as the 

arousal triggered by consuming sexually explicit media contents, or become curious about 

other sexual activities, thus resulting in a higher consumption of sexually explicit websites. 

Again, the novelty of sexual feelings in this specific group of adolescents (Buchanan et al., 

1992) is expected to reinforce this effect. However, no research has yet examined whether 

pubertal status moderates the reverse effect of sexual experience on sexual media use. We 

therefore propose to test the following extension of our second hypothesis:  

H2b: The longitudinal impact of sexual initiation on using sexually explicit websites will 

be stronger for adolescents in an early pubertal stage than for adolescents in an 

advanced pubertal stage. 

 

Control Variables 

Research has suggested that adolescents’ country of origin (World Health 

Organization, 2012), gender (L’Engle, Brown, & Kenneavy, 2006; L’Engle & Jackson,  

2008; Oliver & Hyde, 1993), age (L’Engle et al., 2006; L’Engle & Jackson,  2008), social 

economic status (L’Engle et al., 2006; L’Engle & Jackson,  2008; World Health 

Organization, 2012), quality of communication with parents (L’Engle et al., 2006; Miller, 

Norton, Fan, & Christoferson, 1998), quality of communication with peers (Crockett, 

Bingham, Chopak, & Vicary, 1996; L’Engle et al., 2006; Ward, 2003) and level of sensation 

seeking (Peter & Valkenburg, 2008) are related to their sexual behavior. Therefore, these 

variables were included as control variables.  

 

Method 

Sample and Participant Selection  

The data presented in this chapter are part of a larger study called MORES (= Media 

Onderzoek Relaties en Seksualiteit). This study was a three-wave panel study with an interval 

of six months and was conducted with 12- to 18-year-old adolescents. The data used in this 

chapter were collected in March and September 2010, which represent the first and second 

wave of the three-wave longitudinal survey. Because of the relatively rapid sequence of 

developmental changes occurring during puberty (Mul, 2004), a six-month interval was 

established with the expectation that it would allow a fuller understanding of developmental 

trajectories. The sample was limited to adolescents aged 12 to 16 years as this age range has 

been described as risky for initiating sexual intercourse (O’Donnell et al., 2001). 
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Approval for the survey was granted by the institutional review board of the host 

university. As is customary in Belgium, consent for the research was obtained from the 

school head as a stand-in for parents/guardians. In March 2010, the first quantitative survey 

was conducted in eleven schools selected from among those who agreed to participate from 

different parts of Flanders (the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium), different schooling levels 

and different ages. All students who were present during the researchers’ school visits 

completed paper surveys. Students were told that the goal of the study was to investigate their 

leisure habits. To increase confidentiality, the researchers ensured that students were unable 

to discuss or see each others’ answers. Additionally, confidentiality was ensured by asking 

students to write their identification data on separate forms and by guaranteeing that survey 

answers would be processed separately. In September 2010, the second quantitative survey 

was conducted in the eleven schools that had participated in March. Based on the 

identification forms from waves 1 and 2, the respondents were tracked over time. Afterwards, 

each respondent was assigned a unique code so that identification data could be deleted 

before the data was processed. 

A total of 1,061 students completed the questionnaire at baseline and 819 students 

completed the questionnaires for both waves. However, of these 819 students, 95 students 

were unable to estimate their pubertal growth and another 85 had missing values on other key 

variables (response rate: 60.23%). The analytical sample thus consisted of 639 students (373 

boys and 266 girls) with a mean age of 14.78 years (SD = 1.18; range 12-16). The age 

distribution for boys was 12 years (0.8%), 13 years (17.8%), 14 years (25.4%), 15 years 

(21.0%), and 16 years (35.0%); for girls, it was 13 years (25.7%), 14 years (6.7%), 15 years 

(24.5%), and 16 years (44.2%). Most respondents (95.3%) were born in Belgium. Nearly two 

thirds (65.7%) were following a general educational program, which is representative of the 

overall Belgian school population (62.6%; Department of Education, 2011).  

A set of χ²-tests explored whether there were significant differences between the 

adolescents participating in one wave or adolescents excluded for missing data (N = 422) and 

those fully participating in both waves (N = 639). The results revealed first that there were no 

significant differences with regard to pubertal status and visiting sexually explicit websites (p 

> .05). However, the subjects participating in the first wave (16.1%) were significantly more 

likely to have initiated sexual intercourse than those who completed both questionnaires 

(8.6%), χ² (1) = 13.74, p < .001.  
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Assessments and Measures  

The survey included questions on the control variables, pubertal status, sexual 

initiation and the use of sexually explicit websites. The questions were based on instruments 

whose validity and reliability have been established in prior research involving English- and 

Dutch-speaking adolescents (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Eggermont, 2006; Peter & 

Valkenburg, 2008; Stephenson, Hoyle, Palmgreen, & Slater, 2003). Instruments that had not 

yet been translated into Dutch were evaluated and approved by a panel of fellow researchers 

at the host university and pretested using a small sample of adolescents. 

Control variables. Participants reported their gender, age, country of origin (= 

Belgium or another country) and educational level. The last variable was based on the 

academic track in which each pupil was enrolled. The secondary school system in Belgium is 

divided into three levels: the highest level (= General education) prepares teenagers for post-

secondary education, the middle level (= Technical education) teaches primarily technical 

skills, and the third level (= Vocational education) prepares students for specific professions, 

such as baking or masonry.  

Communication with peers was measured using items from Armsden and Greenberg’s 

(1987) Inventory of Peer Attachment. The nine items with the highest factor loadings on the 

Communication factor in the original study were selected. However, the item “My friends 

accept me as I am” was replaced by the item “My friends understand me”, as the latter item 

explicitly refers to communication quality. Using a five-point scale from never true (= 1) to 

always true (= 5), respondents indicated their agreement with the selected items. An average 

score was calculated by summing the item scores and dividing by the number of items ( = 

.92).  

Similarly, communication with parents was measured using nine items from the 

Communication subscale in Armsden and Greenberg’s (1987) Inventory of Parent 

Attachment. First, the seven items with the highest factor loadings in the original study were 

selected (the item “I feel it’s no use letting my feelings show” was excluded because the item 

did not directly refer to parents). We also included the items “My parents understand me” and 

“When we discuss things, my parents consider my point of view.” Items were rated using the 

same response scale as the peer items and an average score calculated ( = .87).  

The Brief Sensation Seeking Scale-4 (BSSS-4) was used to measure sensation seeking 

(Stephenson et al., 2003). Using a five-point scale from never true (= 1) to always true (= 5), 

respondents indicated their agreement with four items, including “I like new and exciting 
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experiences, even if I have to break the rules” ( = .68). An average score for sensation 

seeking was calculated. 

Pubertal status. In accordance with prior research (McCabe, Ricciardelli, & 

Finemore, 2002), pubertal status was measured using two items (r = .51, p <. 001) from the 

Pubertal Development Scale (Petersen, Crockett, Richards, & Boxer, 1988): “Describe the 

level of body hair growth” and “Describe the development of breasts” (girls) or “Describe the 

development of voice change” (boys). Respondents could answer these items with not yet 

started (= 1), just started (= 2), is still going on (= 3), or seems complete (= 4). Respondents 

(N = 95) who answered “I don’t know” or did not answer the items were coded as having a 

“missing value” on pubertal status. 

This variable was recoded to create a new variable, which consisted of two categories. 

The first category, adolescents in an early pubertal stage (= 0), included adolescents whose 

pubertal development had not yet started, had just started or was still going on (N = 420). We 

chose to include 25 adolescents (3.9% of the sample) whose pubertal development had not 

yet started because the research predicts that their pubertal development will start soon and 

that they are likely already experiencing hormonal changes (Mul et al., 2004). The second 

category, adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage (= 1), included adolescents whose 

pubertal development seemed complete for at least one of the two items (N = 219).  

Sexual initiation. Respondents indicated whether they had ever had sexual 

intercourse (no = 0; yes = 1).  

Use of sexually explicit websites. Respondents indicated on a 7-point scale (never = 

1 through several times a day = 7) how often during the last six months they had intentionally 

exposed themselves to (a) pictures with clearly exposed genitals, (b) videos with clearly 

exposed genitals, (c) pictures in which people are having sex, (d) or videos in which people 

are having sex (Peter & Valkenburg, 2008, p.585) ( = .91). In line with the method used by 

Peter and Valkenburg (2008), these four questions were introduced by referring to the use of 

online pornographic websites. By summing the four item scores and dividing the sum by the 

total of items, an average score for use of sexually explicit websites was produced. This 

variable was further recoded to create an additional variable divided into four categories: 

non-users (= 0), users who visit sexually explicit websites less than once per month (= 1), 

users who visit sexually explicit websites monthly (= 2) and users who visit sexually explicit 

websites weekly to several times a day (= 3).  
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Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses   

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics at baseline (for the analytic sample) for all 

variables. Focusing on the main study variables, 8.6% of the sample had already had sexual 

intercourse at baseline. Another 6.1% indicated they had initiated sexual intercourse six 

months later, which is in line with the expected number of transitioning adolescents over a 

period of six months (Avery & Lazdane, 2008). At baseline, 65.7% of the adolescents 

indicated they were in an early pubertal stage and 34.3% were in an advanced pubertal stage. 

Almost half of the adolescents (45.9%) indicated that they had visited sexually explicit 

websites. More specifically, 24.9% of those adolescents had visited sexually explicit websites 

less than once per month, 10.5% visited them monthly and 10.5% visited them weekly to 

daily.  

 

Table 1. Means, standard deviations and percentages for the studied variables. 

 

 Mean (SD) or Percent  

Country of origin 95.3% Belgium 

4.7% Other country 

Gender  58.4% Boys 

41.6% Girls 

Age  14.78 years (1.18) 

Student educational level  65.7% General secondary education 

27.4% Technical secondary education 

6.9% Vocational secondary education 

Communication with parents  3.19 (.69) 

Communication with peers  3.40 (.74) 

Sensation seeking  3.35 (.81) 

Pubertal status  65.7% Adolescents in an early pubertal stage  

34.3% Adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage 

Sexually explicit websites   54.1% Never  

24.9% Less than once per month 

10.5% Monthly 

10.5% Weekly to daily 

Sexual initiation   91.4% No 

8.6% Yes 

       Note. N = 639.   
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Using Pillai’s Trace, a MANOVA analysis revealed significant differences between 

adolescents in an early pubertal stage and adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage with 

respect to several control variables (sensation seeking, educational level, communication with 

parents, communication with peers, and age) and with frequency of visiting sexually explicit 

websites (V = .22, F(6, 632) = 29.02, p <. 001, ηp² = .22). Separate univariate ANOVAs on 

the outcome variables focused on the significant differences revealed by the MANOVA 

analysis. First, adolescents in an early pubertal stage showed a lower level of communication 

with peers (M = 3.28, SD = .76) than adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage [(M = 3.64, 

SD = .63), F (1, 637) = 37.02, p < .001, ηp² = .063]. Second, adolescents in an early pubertal 

stage were also younger (M = 14.41, SD = 1.18) than adolescents in an advanced pubertal 

stage [(M = 15.48, SD = .81), F (1, 637) = 144.41, p < .001, ηp² = .188]. 

In addition, a set of χ² -tests explored possible pubertal status differences with regard 

to gender, country of origin and sexual initiation. Girls were underrepresented in the group of 

adolescents in an early pubertal stage (32.6% girls; 67.4% boys), whereas boys were less 

likely to belong to the group of adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage (58.9% girls; 

41.1% boys), χ² (1) = 40.93, p < .001. Adolescents in an early pubertal stage (6.0%) were less 

likely to have initiated sexual intercourse than adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage 

(13.7%), χ² (1) = 10.98, p < .001. No significant differences emerged regarding country of 

origin.  

Table 2 presents zero-order correlations between visiting sexually explicit websites, 

sexual initiation and pubertal status at time points 1 and 2. These correlations present some 

initial evidence for hypothesis 1a: for visiting sexually explicit websites at baseline small, but 

significant correlations were found with sexual initiation at baseline (r = .12, p < .01) and six 

months later (r = .13, p < .01). In contrast, regarding hypothesis 2a, sexual initiation at 

baseline was not related to using sexually explicit websites six months later (p > .05). 
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Table 2. Zero-order correlations.   

 

 Pubertal status 

W1 

Pubertal status 

W2 

Sexual 

initiation W1 

Sexual 

initiation W2 

Sexually explicit 

websites W1 

Sexually explicit 

websites W2 

Pubertal status W1 1 .73
***

 .15
***

 .21
***

 -.01 -.13
**

 

Pubertal status W2  1 .11
***

 .21
***

 .03 -.06 

Sexual initiation W1   1 .64
***

 .12
**

 .03 

Sexual initiation W2    1 .13
**

 .01 

Sexually explicit websites W1     1 .65
***

 

Sexually explicit websites W2      1 

Note. N = 639; 
*
p < .05; 

**
p < .01; 

***
p < .001; zero-order correlations were calculated with the metric variables of pubertal status and sexually 

explicit websites. Binary coded variables were used for sexual initiation  (no = 0; yes = 1). 
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Testing Main Hypotheses 

 To test hypotheses 1 and 2 more rigorously, the data were analyzed with structural 

equation modeling (AMOS). Because pubertal status is expected to moderate the association 

between using sexually explicit websites and sexual initiation, we estimated separate models 

for adolescents in an early pubertal stage and adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage. In 

line with prior research that used structural equation modeling (Baumgartner, Valkenburg, & 

Peter, 2011), models controlled for baseline values for country of origin, gender, age, 

educational level, communication with parents, communication with peers and sensation 

seeking by adding them as predictors for sexual initiation at wave 2 and visiting sexual 

websites at wave 2 and by allowing them to covary with sexual initiation at wave 1 and 

visiting sexual websites at wave 1.  

As one of the endogenous variables included in the model is dichotomous (sexual 

initiation), the model was analyzed using Bayesian estimation (Arbuckle, 2010; Byrne, 

2010). Both models - adolescents in an early pubertal stage (N = 420) and adolescents in an 

advanced pubertal stage (N = 219) - met the assumptions of reliability for Bayesian 

estimation with a convergence statistic of 1.001 and a Bayesian standard error for each 

parameter estimate that is lower than .02. Figure 1 presents the results for adolescents in both 

early and advanced pubertal stages. For clarity, error terms, the measurement details and 

control variables are not shown. 

With regard to hypothesis 1, the results differed according to pubertal status. The 

expected impact of visiting sexually explicit websites at baseline on sexual initiation six 

months later was significant and positive among adolescents in an early pubertal stage 

(standardized direct effect mean = .37, 95% CI: .17 - .58). However, among adolescents in an 

advanced pubertal stage, the estimated effect was negative: visiting sexually explicit websites 

at baseline decreased the likelihood of initiating sexual intercourse among adolescents in an 

advanced pubertal stage (direct effect = -.50, 95% CI: -.89 - -.15). Consistent with hypothesis 

1, the results suggest that visiting sexually explicit websites especially stimulated adolescents 

in early puberty to initiate sex. Unexpectedly, the results also showed that adolescents in an 

advanced pubertal stage were less likely to initiate sexual intercourse when they visited 

sexually explicit websites frequently. 

With regard to hypothesis 2, the estimated reverse effect of sexual initiation at 

baseline on frequency of visiting sexually explicit websites was not significant for 

adolescents either in an early pubertal stage (direct effect = -.01, 95% CI: -.47 - .45) or an 
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advanced pubertal stage (direct effect = -.06, 95% CI: -.49 - .39). Hypothesis 2 was thus not 

supported. 

 

Figure 1. Trimmed structural equation model for the relationships between the use of 

sexually explicit websites and sexual initiation among adolescents in an early pubertal stage 

and adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage.  

 

Note. Values reflect standardized coefficients and all paths (except for dotted line) are 

significant at p < .05. 

 

Longitudinal Analyses of Time 1 Virgins  

A logistic regression analysis was used to further test the association between viewing 

sexually explicit websites and sexual initiation six months later. This analysis allowed us to 

examine adolescents at risk for early sexual initiation in more detail because frequent visitors 

of sexually explicit websites can be distinguished from occasional, infrequent and non-users. 

The analysis was performed with the respondents who had not yet been sexually active at 

baseline (N = 584) and controlled for baseline values on country of origin, gender, age, 

educational level, communication with parents and peers, and sensation seeking. The 

categorical variables of pubertal status and viewing of sexually explicit websites, and the 

two-way interaction effect of these variables, were added as predictors.  

Results (see Table 3) indicated that pubertal status and exposure to sexually explicit 

websites significantly predicted sexual initiation. More specifically, adolescents in an 

advanced pubertal stage were four times more likely to initiate sex than adolescents in an 
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early pubertal stage (OR: 3.16; 95% CI: 1.09–9.21). Frequent users of sexually explicit 

websites were five times more likely to initiate sex than non-users of sexually explicit 

websites (OR: 4.96; 95% CI: 1.34-18.40). Hypothesis 1a was thus further supported by these 

analyses. 

The two-way interaction effect of pubertal status and visiting sexually explicit 

websites was not significant in the overall sample of Time 1 virgins. However, the subset of 

adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage who visited sexually explicit websites regularly 

were less likely to initiate sex than adolescents in an early pubertal stage who never visited 

sexually explicit websites (OR: 0.4; 95% CI: .01-.48; p < .05). The odds ratio was lower than 

1, suggesting a negative two-way interaction between exposure to sexually explicit websites 

and pubertal status. These results confirm what was seen in the SEM models: adolescents 

with a more advanced pubertal status who view sexually explicit websites are less likely to 

have initiated sexual intercourse.  

Finally, as prior research (Ward, 2003) has suggested that gender and age may be 

important moderators of the effects of sexual media, two additional longitudinal logistic 

regression analyses to test the interactive effects of gender and age (as a categorical variable; 

12-14 year olds vs. 15-16 year olds). These analyses indicated that there were no significant 

three-way interaction effects of using sexually explicit websites and pubertal status with 

gender or age.  
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Table 3. Logistic regression analysis of sexual initiation.  

 

Sexual initiation Regression  

Coefficient 

SE OR 95% CI P value 

Country of origin (ref Belgium) 1.73 .56 5.64 1.87 -17.00 .002 

Gender (ref Boys)  -.55 .52 .58 .21 - 1.60 .290 

Age  .55 .21 1.74 1.16 - 2.61 .008 

Educational level (ref General secondary education)      .138 

     Technical secondary education  1.12 .59 3.08 .974 - 9.71 .055 

     Vocational secondary education .44 .43 1.55 .67 - 3.59 .305 

Communication parents -.45 .24 .64 .40 - 1.03 .065 

Communication peers .91 .30 2.48 1.38 - 4.45 .002 

Sensation seeking .16 .22 1.17 .76 - 1.82 .481 

Pubertal status (ref Adolescents in an early pubertal stage ) 1.15 .55 3.16 1.09- 9.21 .035 

Sexually explicit websites (ref Non-users)     .046 

     Sexually explicit websites less than once per month -.12 .73 .89 .21 - 3.72 .874 

     Sexually explicit websites monthly .62 .74 1.87 .44 - 8.00 .402 

     Sexually explicit websites weekly to daily 1.60 .67 4.96 1.34 – 18.40 .017 

Pubertal status X sexually explicit websites     .077 

    Pubertal status X sexually explicit websites less than once per month -.70 .92 .50 .08 - 3.02 .446 

    Pubertal status X sexually explicit websites monthly .06 1.01 1.07 .15 - 7.64 .949 

    Pubertal status X sexually explicit websites weekly to daily -3.31 1.32 .04 .01 - .48 .012 

Model constant -13.91 3.46 .00  < .001 

Note. N = 584; Model χ² (15) = 56.12, p < .001.
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Discussion 

Although research has repeatedly examined associations between using sexually 

explicit websites and sexual attitudes (e.g., Peter & Valkenburg, 2010), this study is one of the 

first to examine the longitudinal relationship between such content and early sexual initiation. 

In addition, our study aimed to explore whether adolescents are more susceptible to sexual 

effects because of pubertal changes. The findings of our longitudinal study identified 

adolescents at an early stage of pubertal development to be more susceptible to the effects of 

using sexually explicit websites than adolescents in a late pubertal state. The possibility of a 

reciprocal relationship was also examined but was not supported. 

Pubertal status and sexual media effects. This study showed that adolescents in an 

advanced pubertal stage were, in general, four times more likely to have initiated sex and that 

frequent users of sexually explicit websites were five times more likely to have initiated sex. 

Analyses further indicated that the relation between the use of sexually explicit websites and 

having initiated sex was positive for adolescents in an early pubertal stage but negative for 

adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage. In other words, the results seem to indicate that 

although adolescents in early puberty are put at risk for initiating sex by using sexually 

explicit websites, adolescents in late puberty seem to be “protected” from the harmful effects 

of such content. These findings have some interesting implications for future research.  

First, the findings suggest that pubertal status is important for identifying adolescents 

who are at risk. After controlling for several important variables, the present study supports 

that adolescents in early puberty are more likely to be affected by sexual media. However, the 

reasons for their increased susceptibility remain unclear. One reason relates to the biological 

aspects of this life stage: researchers (e.g., Buchanan et al., 1992, p.63) have repeatedly 

highlighted that “the biological changes of puberty are likely to be especially salient in the 

pre- and early pubertal years because this is when they begin.” Due to these physical and 

hormonal changes, sexually explicit material may stimulate sexual curiosity and/or provoke 

new and unknown sexual urges (Brown et al., 2005; Buchanan et al., 1992), causing 

adolescents in early puberty to be more susceptible to effects from pornography. However, the 

exact mechanism underlying this exploration remains undefined. Studies linking biological 

markers to adolescents’ use of and reactions toward sexually explicit material may provide 

clarification. The use of hormone measures may provide an additional advantage in this type 

of research because self-report measurements have been shown to overestimate actual 

pubertal growth (Shirtcliff, Dahl, & Pollak, 2009).  
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Another reason relates to the changing social context for young people in early 

puberty. Changes in social relationships may make adolescents aware for the first time that 

they have become sexual beings. When pubertal changes start, adolescents’ social 

environment is likely to react to these changes (Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1989). For 

instance, peers may start to see them as potential sexual partners and show sexual interest in 

them. This new (socially stimulated) view of themselves as sexual beings may make teens 

more attentive when consuming sexual media, perhaps resulting in acceptance of the sexual 

behaviors that are promoted in such media. Future research may thus focus more extensively 

on the social aspect of sexuality and explore the suggested process involving puberty, sexual 

interest of peers, sexual self-concept, media use and sexual behavior.  

Finally, Brown et al. (2005) have suggested that media may function as a kind of 

sexual super peer for (young) adolescents. When adolescents in early puberty are confused or 

curious about their new bodies, they may search for information and view the media as a 

valuable source of information. One study has indicated that after friends (74.9%) and 

mothers (60.9%), the third most important source of sexual information is the media (57%) 

(Bleakly et al., 2009). Following this view, content analyses have suggested that the media 

may teach adolescents which sexual behaviors are acceptable (Ward, 2003). Because our 

research brings to the foreground the heightened susceptibility of adolescents in early puberty 

to the effects of sexual media, it is important for future research to further explore the 

characteristics of adolescents in early puberty and how these characteristics relate to their 

exposure and reactions to sexually explicit material. Moreover, studies may examine whether 

adolescents in early puberty also report more positive effects of using sexually explicit 

websites, such as increased sexual pleasure or sexual communication (see Döring, 2009). 

Future research also needs to address adolescents in later puberty because they seem 

to be less likely to initiate sex when viewing sexually explicit websites. This may be 

explained by the concept of sexual uncertainty. Research has suggested that exposure to 

sexually explicit websites increases sexual uncertainty, which is defined as the extent to 

which an individual is uncertain about one’s own sexual attitudes, expectations and beliefs 

(Peter & Valkenburg, 2010). Sexual uncertainty, in turn, may engender a lower perceived 

sexual self-efficacy (Martino et al., 2005, p.916), leading to a decreased chance of initiating 

sexual intercourse (Martino et al., 2005). According to this explanation, sexual uncertainty 

and sexual self-efficacy serve as mediators for the negative association between exposure to 

internet pornography and sexual initiation.  
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Although this suggestion deserves further research attention, it does not explain why 

the negative association only emerges in late puberty. In this respect, it can be argued that 

adolescents in early puberty may not be “capable” of reacting in another way that is different 

from the instinctive stimulation of sexual drives after exposure to sexual stimuli. On the one 

hand, adolescents in early puberty are not familiar with sexual drives (Buchanan et al., 1992) 

and this lack of experience may cause them to react instinctively. Adolescents in later 

puberty, on the other hand, are probably more accustomed to sexual stimulation and may thus 

be more “experienced” in coping with sexual arousal, allowing for other reactions beyond 

sexual arousal. Furthermore, these adolescents may process the sexual messages promoted in 

such content more extensively and integrate them into their own sexual attitudes and 

cognitions, possibly resulting in increased feelings of sexual uncertainty and a lower 

perceived sexual self-efficacy. Another possible explanation is that adolescents in a more 

advanced pubertal stage are more comfortable with their own sexual needs and do not feel the 

urge to seek a sexual partner to satisfy their sexual needs. In this view, one study has 

suggested that young adults (especially males) masturbate frequently after watching 

pornographic media content (Mosher & Maclan, 1994). Future research may thus explore 

whether the frequency of masturbation is a mediating mechanism between visiting sexually 

explicit websites and early sexual initiation.  

It is noteworthy  that we did not find a three-way interaction effect between pubertal 

status, the use of sexually explicit websites, and either gender or age on sexual initiation. 

Regarding gender, this finding is in contrast with the results from studies on the use of 

television (see for example Chapters 1 and 2) and sexually explicit media in general (Brown 

& L’Engle, 2009), but it is consistent with research on sexually explicit websites. Peter and 

Valkenburg (2008a; 2009a; 2009b) have repeatedly reported no gender differences for the 

longitudinal relationship between using sexually explicit websites and adolescents’ sexual 

development. More research is therefore needed to explore this lack of gender differences. 

Future research may also consider focusing on pubertal development instead of age when 

examining early adolescents as our results highlight the importance of pubertal status above 

age.  

Causal direction. Throughout the past five years, scholars have suggested that 

linkages between media use and sexual development should not just be framed within a media 

effects perspective, but rather within a broader reciprocal context, acknowledging individual 

characteristics that may affect media use (Aubrey, 2007; Bleakly et al., 2008). Taking into 

account this new research approach, this study tested the possibility of a reciprocal 
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relationship between the use of sexually explicit websites and sexual initiation. The results 

supported media effects theories (e.g., Bandura, 2001), but no evidence was found for 

selective exposure theory (Festinger, 1957; Steele, 1999). 

One possible explanation is that the use of sexually explicit websites depends on 

factors other than sexual behavior, such as the need for sexual exploration (e.g., Peter & 

Valkenburg, 2008) or sexual satisfaction (e.g., Peter & Valkenburg, 2009). For instance, one 

study by Peter and Valkenburg (2009) showed that lower levels of sexual satisfaction lead to 

increased use of sexually explicit websites. Lower levels of sexual satisfaction may occur 

irrespective of whether one has ever had sexual intercourse. Adolescents who have had sexual 

intercourse may, for example, feel disappointed about their (first) sexual experience as the 

experience may not have met their expectations, and thus feel sexually dissatisfied. 

Adolescents who have never had sexual intercourse may interpret their lack of experience as 

unanswered sexual desire, leading to sexual dissatisfaction. Thus, adolescents who differ with 

regard to their sexual initiation status can experience sexual dissatisfaction, which is expected 

to increase their use of sexually explicit websites. Future research may need to explore this 

explanation and identify which sexual attitudes and cognitions predict a higher use of sexually 

explicit websites.  

Limitations. The study was limited in some respects. First, although this study was 

strengthened overall by its specific focus on pubertal development instead of age, it was 

limited by the self-report method that was used to measure pubertal status. Future research 

may consider using medical examination reports that can accurately measure pubertal growth 

(Shirtcliff et al., 2009). Second, the proportion of sexually active adolescents was lower in 

this sample than in previous research (e.g., Avery & Lazdane, 2008) leading us to question 

whether the reported relations would have been stronger in a more sexually active sample. 

Third, this study was limited by the fact that 422 adolescents who participated in wave 1 did 

not participate in wave 2 or had to be excluded due to missing data. More importantly, those 

who dropped out of the study were more likely to have initiated sex, suggesting that this study 

may be underestimating the impact of sexually explicit websites on early sexual initiation and 

highlighting the need for future research to explore this effect in more detail. Fourth, future 

research may include younger adolescents (aged 10-12 years) to examine in depth the effects 

of variability in pubertal status among adolescents who have not yet entered puberty, 

adolescents in an early pubertal stage and adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage. Fifth, the 

study focused on the initiation of sexual intercourse without specifically considering the 
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social context in which sexuality occurs (e.g., Steele, 1999). Future research may therefore 

focus more extensively on relationships with peers, parents and romantic partners.  

Conclusion.  The present study examined the longitudinal relation between the use of 

sexually explicit websites and adolescents’ sexual initiation. The study supported that 

frequent users of sexually explicit websites were more likely to initiate sexual intercourse than 

non-users, but no support was found for a reciprocal relationship. In line with the importance 

attached to pubertal status in sexual media literature (Ward, 2003), the present study supports 

the moderating role of pubertal status and asks for more research on its potential role.  
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Chapter 4. Understanding Sexualization: A Comprehensive Approach toward Media 

Exposure and Girls’ Internalization of Appearance Ideals, Self-Objectification, and 

Body Surveillance
8
 

 

Abstract 

The relationship between exposure to sexualizing music television, primetime television 

programs, fashion magazines, and social networking sites and the internalization of 

appearance ideals, self-objectification, and body surveillance was examined among 

adolescent girls (N = 558). A structural equation model showed direct relationships between 

sexualizing media and the internalization of appearance ideals, and indirect relationships 

between sexualizing media and self-objectification, and body surveillance through the 

internalization of appearance ideals. The direct relationships between sexualizing media and 

the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification, and body surveillance differed 

across the types of sexualizing media. The discussion focuses on the implications of these 

findings to explain self-objectification among girls. 

 

Introduction 

Popular mass media in Western societies have been criticized for sexualizing the 

female body. Both traditional and new media have been found to regularly focus on women’s 

appearances in a sexualized way while ignoring women’s personalities (Parker, 2002; Ward, 

1995). Exposure to sexualizing media is expected to trigger a chain of psychological events 

among media users that may lead to various mental and physical health risks (Aubrey, 2006a). 

Self-objectification has been shown to be one of the most fundamental events in this chain 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Moradi & Huang, 2008). Self-objectification refers to the 

internalization of an observer’s perspective on one’s own body (Fredrickson & Roberts, 

1997). More specifically, women and girls are expected to learn what the prevailing beauty 

ideals are from the media, and to internalize these standards. Subsequently, these beauty 

standards guide the formation of an objectified view of one’s own body, resulting in an 

increased monitoring of one’s appearance (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Moradi & Huang, 

2008). 

                                                           
8
 Based on Vandenbosch, L., & Eggermont, S. (2012). Understanding sexual objectification: 

A comprehensive approach toward media exposure and girls’ internalization of beauty ideals, 

self-objectification and body surveillance. Journal of Communication, 62, 869-887.  
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The present study investigates how exposure to sexualizing music television, 

primetime television programs, fashion magazines, and social networking sites is related to 

the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification, and body surveillance among 

adolescent girls. In this study, we sought to build on and extend research on the effects of 

sexualizing media on self-objectification in three ways. A first contribution of the study is that 

it introduces in research on media effects the recommendation of objectification scholars 

(Calogero, 2010; Moradi, 2010) to address self-objectification as a multidimensional process. 

A second contribution refers to the study’s examination whether the hypothesized impact of 

sexualizing media on internalization, self-objectification, and body surveillance differs across 

different types of media content. A third contribution lies in the study’s focus on girls 

between the ages of 12 and 18, because Tiggemann (2010) and others (e.g., APA, 2007) have 

warned that this group needs more attention in objectification research. Adolescent girls have 

been shown to experience various intrapersonal and interpersonal developmental changes, 

such as the transformation from a girl’s body into a grown-up female body. These 

developments are likely to make a young girl more aware of her body and appearance, which 

may make her vulnerable to self-objectification (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Lindberg, 

Grabe, & Hyde, 2007; Tiggemann, 2010). 

 

The Internalization of Appearance Ideals, Self-Objectification, and Body Surveillance  

In their influential article on objectification theory, Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) 

suggested that exposure to sexualizing media needs to be understood as a sexualization 

experience that may trigger self-objectification. This suggestion has been supported by studies 

on the relationship between media use and concepts related to the notion of self-

objectification. For instance, watching television (Tiggemann, 2005) and reading magazines 

(Morry & Statska, 2001) have been associated with the internalization of appearance ideals. 

Research among female college students has shown that consuming sexualizing television 

(Aubrey, 2006) or magazines (Morry & Statska, 2001) increases self-objectification. Grabe 

and Hyde’s (2009) study—one of the few on early adolescent girls—reported that watching 

music television significantly predicted body surveillance.  

Most studies, and especially the studies examining body surveillance, have thus 

successfully supported Fredrickson and Roberts’ (1997) theoretical assumption on media’s 

harmful impact. However, to understand self-objectification more comprehensively, a review 

of recent advances in objectification research (Moradi, 2010, p.146) warrants “a conceptual 

shift.” Moradi (2010) concluded that self-objectification should not be seen as a singular 
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process manifested exclusively as self-objectification, body surveillance or internalization but 

as a multidimensional process that encompasses these three components. 

This process commences with “the internalization of appearance ideals,” which refers 

to the extent to which an individual considers the societal norms of size and appearance to be 

appropriate standards for his or her own size and appearance (Thompson & Stice, 2001). 

These standards, in turn, determine which observable body attributes, for instance body size, 

are important for  “being beautiful” and how these body attributes need to be evaluated (e.g., 

the preference for a slender body). The importance attached to body attributes essential for 

beauty is generally conceptualized as “self-objectification.” The concept of self-

objectification, as outlined by Noll and Fredrickson (1998), refers to how individuals value 

their observable appearance-based body attributes, such as sex appeal and measurements, in 

relationship to their competence-based body attributes, such as health and physical fitness. 

Higher levels of self-objectification occur when an individual’s evaluation of the relative 

importance of observable appearance-based attributes is higher than his/her evaluation of the 

relative importance of unobservable competence-based attributes.  

Increased self-objectification is expected to trigger related behavioral actions. More 

specifically, body surveillance has been called the active or behavioral manifestation of self-

objectification (Calogero, 2010, p.31) and is described as the extent to which an individual 

“behaviorally invests in the body as an object.” Individuals who show higher levels of body 

surveillance invest more time in monitoring their appearance to ensure compliance with 

societal beauty ideals (McKinley & Hyde, 1996). For instance, girls with high body 

surveillance more often compare their appearance with that of other girls (Lindberg, Hyde, & 

McKinley, 2006). In sum, the multidimensional process expects that internalization stimulates 

the evaluation of oneself with an observer’s perspective, and that both internalization and self-

objectification tend to trigger body surveillance.  

The theoretical argumentation for combining internalization, self-objectification, and 

body surveillance into one model is further supported by various pieces of empirical evidence. 

First, self-objectification, as conceptualized by Noll and Fredrickson (1998), refers to a 

cognitive evaluation of importance attached to the appearance of the body as opposed to the 

competence of the body. Research has noted, however, that effects on mental health (e.g., 

eating disorders) arise, for the most part, from the behavioral manifestation of self-

objectification, which is body surveillance. Moradi and Huang’s (2008) review revealed that 

self-objectification manifesting as body surveillance relates more consistently to criterion 

variables than do the more cognitive dimensions of self-objectification. This finding suggests 
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that self-objectification as conceptualized by Noll and Fredrickson (1998) can occur in a 

passive cognitive way without translating into behavioral actions, such as body surveillance, 

and without increasing health risks, such as the development of eating disorders. In other 

words, research aimed at studying the behavioral consequences of self-objectification is 

advised to include a measure of body surveillance.  

However, considering only body surveillance would neglect several issues important 

for understanding how self-objectification works. Moradi and Huang (2008, p.391) remarked 

in their review, “Body surveillance does not capture valuation of factors, such as skin tone, 

hair texture, facial features, and sexual appeal.” The Self-Objectification Questionnaire of 

Noll and Fredrickson (1998) includes several of these features. Moreover, the theoretical 

concept of self-objectification also refers to a primary view of oneself as an object of 

appearance, while neglecting other competences of the body (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). 

A combination of both body surveillance and the cognitive component of self-objectification 

(Noll & Fredrickson,1998) can therefore be expected to address the process of self-

objectification more comprehensively. 

Adding internalization of appearance ideals is especially important for media scholars, 

who expect that sexualization in media content occurs through the (sexual) emphasis on 

female beauty ideals (e.g., Aubrey, 2006). The original definitions of self-objectification and 

body surveillance do not mention beauty standards. Self-objectification primarily refers to a 

view of oneself as an object, and body surveillance primarily refers to the monitoring of one’s 

body (McKinley & Hyde, 1996; Noll & Fredrickson, 1998). However, in media research, 

which takes the sexualized focus on the ideal female body as a starting point (e.g., Aubrey, 

2006a), self-objectification is described as the perception of oneself as a body composed of 

body attributes necessary for attaining the ideal body (Noll & Fredrickson, 1998), whereas 

body surveillance is interpreted as monitoring one’s appearance by checking the parts 

considered important for the ideal female body (McKinley & Hyde, 1996). These 

conceptualizations implicitly or explicitly assume that an internalization of beauty standards 

has occurred and thus may precede self-objectification and body surveillance (McKinley & 

Hyde, 1996; Noll & Fredrickson, 1998). In line with this suggestion, Morry and Statska 

(2001) reported that the relationship between reading beauty magazines and self-

objectification was mediated by the internalization of appearance ideals. 

Based on this research, a broader perspective on self-objectification may be useful to 

comprehensively explain sexualization experiences induced by media. The first aim of this 

study is, therefore, to explore the relationship between sexualizing media and the 
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multidimensional process of internalization, self-objectification, and body surveillance. 

Moradi’s review of objectification literature (2010) and the empirical evidence described 

above lead us to expect, first, that exposure to sexualizing media is directly related to the 

internalization of beauty standards, self-objectification, and body surveillance. Second, as 

media scholars focus on sexualization experiences triggered by exposure to beauty ideals in 

the media (Aubrey, 2006a), the internalization of appearance ideals is expected to partially 

mediate the relationships between exposure to sexualizing media and self-objectification, and 

between exposure and body surveillance (Calogero, 2010; Moradi, 2010). Third, self-

objectification (Noll & Fredrickson, 1998) is expected to mediate the relationship between 

exposure to sexualizing media and the behavioral dimension of the process, body surveillance 

(Calogero, 2010; Moradi, 2010). It is likely that girls who frequently monitor their appearance 

use an observer’s perspective when evaluating their appearance and attach greater importance 

to appearance-based attributes in this evaluation (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Figure 1 

presents our hypotheses. 

 

Figure 1. Hypothesized model for the relationships between sexualizing media consumption 

and the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification, and body surveillance.  

 

The presented model primarily leans on objectification theory, although scholars (e.g., 

Grabe & Hyde, 2009; Morry & Statska, 2001) have also referred to social cognitive theory 

(Bandura, 2001) and theoretical mechanisms, such as the internalization of appearance 

standards (Thompson & Stice, 2001), to explain the relationship between media use and the 

adoption of an observer’s perspective toward one’s own body. The premises of social 

cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001) imply that the rewarding of sexualization in media content 

teaches girls about how they may benefit from applying a sexualizing perspective toward their 

own body. Internalization adds to this that media’s narrowly defined beauty ideals socialize 
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girls to perceive appearance and beauty within closely defined evaluation criteria (Thompson 

& Stice, 2001).  

These theoretical mechanisms thus suggest that sexualizing media content informs 

media users on which appearance related attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors are desirable. 

However, Aubrey (2006b) has indicated that other theoretical frameworks, such as theory on 

cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) and the premises of selective exposure (Zillmann & 

Bryant, 1985), may make that other models are also plausible. Theory on cognitive 

dissonance argues that individuals are motivated to expose themselves to information in line 

with their own cognitions and attitudes to avoid the unease of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 

1957). In addition, Zillman and Bryant (1985) have argued that individuals may selectively 

seek information sources consistent with their own beliefs and values. Applying the premises 

of cognitive dissonance theory and selective exposure (Festinger, 1957; Zillman & Bryant, 

1985) to the relationship under scrutiny would imply that media exposure is predicted by the 

components of self-objectification, instead of vice versa. More specifically, girls showing 

higher levels of endorsement of the multidimensional process of self-objectification are 

expected to select more frequently sexualizing media, thereby avoiding the unease of 

cognitive dissonance and being consistent with their own beliefs and values. To assure that 

the model with the most acceptable fit is presented, this alternative model will also be tested.  

 

Sexualizing Media Content  

Sexualization in media is characterized by a striking emphasis on female appearance. 

The media’s ideal women are styled according to the latest fashion trends, and their bodies 

have all the right curves (Kim et al., 2007). They are frequently shown in the context of male 

gazing, denoting an evaluation of their appearance in a sexualized way (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997). Sexualizing media prioritize appearance over personality and consider 

appearance an instrument that can be used to attain important life goals, such as successful 

romantic relationships (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Ward, 1995).  

However, each medium has been shown to contribute in its own way to the 

sexualization of female bodies. For instance, primetime television has been demonstrated to 

emphasize appearance and attractiveness in relationship oriented storylines (Ward, 1995). 

Primetime television portrays women who use their bodies to attract men. This message is 

promoted in dialogue as well as in visual scenes showing the body-focused strategies a girl 

can use to attract a boy (Kim et al., 2007). Music videos have primarily been found to place 

strong visual emphasis on beauty ideals. They almost exclusively show women who 
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correspond to beauty ideals and who take on sexually suggestive poses, inviting males to gaze 

at their bodies (Vandenbosch, Vervloessem, & Eggermont, 2013). This visual emphasis 

promotes the message that the body is a girl’s sole “instrument” to seduce a boy (APA, 2007; 

Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). 

Fashion magazines objectify females in a different way than television does. 

Magazines “teach” readers how to modify their appearance according to the current ideals 

(Sypeck, Gray, & Ahrens, 2004). In addition, they present beauty combined with fashion as 

one of the most fundamental aspects of a woman’s life. For instance, working on one’s 

appearance is proposed as a possible solution to increase family happiness (Parker, 2002).  

Another mode of sexualization can be found on social networking sites, which  have 

not previously been related to self-objectification. While social networking sites are primarily 

used to maintain or strengthen social relationships, they are also used to attract potential 

romantic partners (Tufekci, 2008). The profile photo has a central place in online profiles and 

puts significant emphasis on one’s appearance. Research among college students has found 

that young women delete or “untag” photos of themselves when these pictures are not in 

accordance with societal ideals of beauty (Vitak & McLaughlin, 2011). Based on such 

research, it can be hypothesized that awareness of the exposure of their photos to the gaze of 

(male) peers may encourage girls to attach greater importance to their appearance and make 

them more conscious of their looks. 

Taken together, these studies indicate that sexualization seems to differ in different 

media. Thus far, studies on effects of sexualizing media have, however, mainly addressed 

exposure to sexualizing media by examining the consumption of a single type of content (e.g., 

Grabe & Hyde, 2009) or the total amount of exposure to sexualizing media (e.g., Aubrey, 

2006a). Yet, preliminary evidence suggests that different media’s  relationships with 

internalization, self-objectification, or body surveillance may vary. For instance, Aubrey 

(2006a) reported that exposure to sexualizing television affected body surveillance, whereas 

reading sexualizing magazines did not. Morry and Statska (2001) found significant 

relationships between self-objectification and reading beauty magazines, but not fitness 

magazines. Therefore, the second objective of this study is to explore and describe whether 

and how the relationships with sexualizing media content differ across different media. 
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Method 

Sample and Participant Selection  

The data presented in this chapter are part of a larger study called MORES (= Media 

Onderzoek Relaties en Seksualiteit). This study was a three-wave panel study with an interval 

of six months and was conducted with 12- to 18-year-old adolescents. The data used in this 

study were collected among girls in March 2010, and represent the first wave of the three-

wave longitudinal survey. The data were gathered through a two-step sampling method. First, 

schools representing different educational levels were selected from different parts of 

Belgium. Second, the 13 participating schools were visited. All pupils who were present at the 

time of the researchers’ visit were asked to complete a survey using pencil and paper. The 

participants were assured that the questionnaire would be processed confidentially and 

anonymously. Of the 1,613 targeted participants, 1,513 filled in the survey (response rate: 

93.8%). Approval for the survey was received from the institutional review board of the host 

university. As is customary in Belgium, informed consent was obtained from the school head.  

This study only examined the data relevant for this study that was gathered from girls (N = 

558). The mean age was 15.6 years (SD = 1.49) and the age distribution was: 13 years 

(16.7%), 14 years (5.6%), 15 years (16.7%), 16 years (28.3%), 17 years (28.1%), and 18 years 

(4.6%).  

 

Assessments and Measures 

Exposure to sexualizing media. Participants rated how often they consumed media 

considered sexualizing (e.g., Aubrey, 2006a). Using  a 5-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) 

through (almost) every week (= 5)) they indicated how often they watched each of 48 

television programs broadcast during the three weeks prior to data collection and how often 

they read fashion magazines, such as Elle. A 7-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) through 

(almost) every day (= 7)) was used to ask how often they watched the three music video 

channels TMF, JIMtv, and MTV. Finally, respondents indicated on an 8-point scale ((almost) 

never (= 1) through all day long (=8)) how often they visited social networking sites, such as 

Facebook.  

In order to attribute more weight to the media contents seen as more sexualizing, a 

procedure similar to the one reported by Aubrey (2006a) and Zurbriggen, Ramsey, and 

Jaworski (2011) was applied. First, college students (9 males and 20 females) were trained to 

address in different media the level of sexualization, described as a visual as well as a 

thematic focus on appearance and the body in a sexualized way (APA, 2007; Aubrey, 2006a; 
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Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). After the training, they were asked to answer three questions 

on a 5-point scale about each medium included in the adolescent survey (Zurbriggen et al., 

2011). The questions referred to the frequency and intensity of sexualization, and the college 

student’s familiarity with the media content (for a further description see Zurbriggen et al., 

2011).  

Based on the frequency, intensity, and familiarity ratings a four-step-procedure was 

followed to calculate a sexualization score for each media content. First, for each media 

content the frequency, intensity, and familiarity scores were multiplied. Second, for each 

media content the total sum of familiarity ratings of all college students was calculated. Third, 

weighted sexualization scores were calculated by dividing the product of frequency * 

intensity * familiarity (step 1) by the total sum of familiarity ratings of that particular content 

(step 2). Fourth, the sum of the weighted sexualization scores was calculated for each media 

content. The result of this procedure, i.e., a sexualization score per content, was used to weigh 

the adolescent girls’ frequency ratings of their media consumption. Those calculations 

indicated that several television programs were rarely being viewed or contained no 

sexualizing content. In order to enhance interpretation of the results, we selected the five most 

sexualizing programs as their scores were considerably higher than the scores of the other 43 

programs (i.e., “Beauty and The geek”, “Crime Night Las Vegas”, “The Big Bang Theory”, 

and the local programs “Wag’s” and “Teenage Mothers”). Table 1 presents the means and 

standard deviations for the consumption of music television, primetime television programs, 

fashion magazines, and social networking sites with and without weight correction. 
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Table 1.  Means and standard deviations for the studied media variables.  

 

 Media consumption 

 

Sexualizing media 

consumption 

Sexualizing 

weight 

 Min Max M SD Min Max M SD  

Primetime TV          

    Beauty and the Geek 1 5 1.86 1.32 .79 3.97 1.48 1.05 .79 

    Wags 1 5 2.26 1.65 .56 2.80 1.27 .92 .56 

   The Big Bang Theory 1 5 2.23 1.60 .50 2.50 1.11 .80 .50 

    Crime Night Las Vegas 1 5 2.34 1.69 .50 2.51 1.18 .85 .50 

    Teenage Mothers 1 5 2.69 1.69 .45 2.26 1.22 .76 .45 

    Total primetime TV  1 5 2.26 .90 .56 2.81 1.24 .50 .56 

 Music TV          

     TMF 1 7 4.67 2.06 .57 4.53 2.65 1.17 .57 

     JIMtv 1 7 4.42 2.10 .53 4.25 2.35 1.12 .53 

     MTV 1 7 4.19 2.07 .57 4.53 2.37 1.17 .57 

    Total music TV 1 7 4.43 1.82 .55 4.44 2.45 1.01 .55 

 Magazines          

     Fashion magazines 1 5 2.45 1.22 .60 2.98 1.46 .73 .60 

Internet          

    Social networking sites 1 8 5.38 1.81 .30 2.43 1.64 .55 .30 

 

Self-objectification. Self-objectification was measured with an adapted version of 

Noll and Fredrickson’s  original Self-Objectification Questionnaire (1998). In the original 

scale respondents rank order appearance-based and competence-based body attributes 

according to importance, leading to a score that reflects the relative importance attached to 

appearance-based traits compared to competence-based traits. However, as respondents often 

misinterpret the task (Calogero, 2010) and ranking precludes the calculation of reliability 

scores, we asked to evaluate the importance of each attribute on a 10-point scale (not at all 

important (= 1) – very important (= 10)). This allows to test the theoretically proposed 

categorization of physical attractiveness, coloring, weight, sex appeal, measurements and 

muscle tone as appearance-based attributes and muscular strength, physical coordination, 

stamina, health, physical fitness and physical energy as competence-based attributes. A 

principal component analysis extracted one competence-based (eigenvalue = 4.31; explained 

variance = 35.93%;  = .80) and one appearance-based factor (eigenvalue = 1.82; explained 
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variance = 15.16%,  = .78). In contrast to the original categorization, however, muscle tone 

appeared to be competence-based instead of appearance-based. A confirmatory factor analysis 

was run to further validate this but showed that the model did not fit the data well. Allowing 

for correlations between the error terms of muscle tone and muscular strength considerably 

improved the fit,  χ²(51) = 237.40, p < .001, CFI = .93, RMSEA = .08, AGFI = .90,  χ²/df = 

4.66. To estimate respondents’ levels of self-objectification, we calculated their mean scores 

on appearance-based body attributes (i.e., physical attractiveness, coloring, weight, sex 

appeal, and measurements) and competence-based body attributes (i.e., physical coordination, 

stamina, health, physical fitness, physical energy level, muscular strength, and muscle tone). 

The difference between the mean scores addressed the estimated level of self-objectification 

(range -9 to 9). The higher the scores on this measure, the higher the level of self-

objectification. 

Body surveillance. The questionnaire included the body surveillance subscale from 

the Objectified Body Consciousness Scale for Adolescents (Lindberg et al., 2006), for which 

prior research has demonstrated its validity and reliability (e.g., Grabe & Hyde, 2009; 

Lindberg et al., 2006). On a 5-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) through (almost) always (= 

5)), respondents evaluated four statements ( = .77): “I often compare how I look with how 

other people look”, “During the day, I think about how I look many times”, “I often worry 

about whether the clothes I am wearing make me look good”, and “I often worry about how I 

look to other people.” 

The internalization of appearance ideals. In the Internalization subscale of the 

Sociocultural Attitudes toward Appearance scale (Thompson, Van den Berg, Roehrig, 

Guarda, & Heinberg, 2003) respondents used a 5-point scale, ranging from I totally disagree 

(= 1) to I totally agree (= 5), to evaluate nine items, such as “I wish I looked like the models 

in music videos” and  “I try to look like the people on TV.” The Internalization subscale has a 

demonstrated validity and test–retest reliability among female college students (Thompson et 

al., 2003), but research among adolescents has suggested that the scale needs to be adapted to 

be reliable for younger respondents (Knauss, Paxton, & Alsaker, 2008). Reliability tests 

indicated that two items (“I compare my body to the bodies of TV and movie stars” and “I 

compare my appearance to the appearance of TV and movie stars”) reduced alpha. 

Subsequently, these items were dropped, resulting in a reliable seven-item scale ( = .92).  
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Analysis 

The proposed model was tested with structural equation modeling (AMOS), using the 

maximum likelihood method. The chi-squared-to-degrees-of-freedom ratio (χ²/df), the 

comparative fit index (CFI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and 

AGFI (AGFI) were further used to address the fit of the models (Byrne, 2010). To address 

whether relationships differed significantly across media contents, three constrained models 

were tested and their fit indices were compared with the fit of the unconstrained model.  

Further analyses focused on the model with the best fit. Following Aish and Jöreskog 

(1990), insignificant pathways were removed. Fit indices for the model prior to removing 

insignificant paths (fully saturated model) and for the model after removing insignificant 

paths (alternative trimmed model) will be reported and compared. We calculated indirect 

effects by multiplying the indirect standardized path coefficients (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). To 

test whether the indirect effects were different from zero, Sobel’s formula was applied.  

Finally, the hypothesized model was compared to one alternative model by using 

Akaike’s Information Criterion (= AIK or AIC). AIK is used to compare alternative linkages 

between the same concepts denoting superior linkages with a lower value (Byrne, 2010). 

 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses 

Adolescent girls reported visiting social networking sites several times a week (M = 

5.38, SD = 1.81) and indicated watching music television (M = 4.43, SD = 1.82) several times 

a month. They also reported sometimes watching sexualizing television shows (M = 2.26, SD 

=.90) and occasionally reading fashion magazines (M = 2.45, SD = 1.22). The mean level of 

self-objectification (M = .11, SD = 1.48) indicated that the girls valued appearance-based 

attributes higher than competence-based attributes. In addition, the mean levels of 

internalization (M = 2.74, SD = .87) and body surveillance (M = 3.45, SD = .78) were 

comparable to the findings in other research among adolescent girls (Grabe & Hyde, 2009; 

Knauss et al., 2008). Zero-order correlations further showed significant relationships between 

consuming sexualizing media (except for television), internalization, self-objectification, and 

body surveillance (see Table 2).  
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Table 2. Zero-order correlations.  

 

 Internalization 

 

Self-

objectification 

Body 

surveillance 

Sexualizing 

primetime TV 

Sexualizing 

music TV 

Sexualizing 

fashion 

magazines 

Sexualizing 

social 

networking sites 

Internalization  1 .39
***

 .52
***

 .12
**

 .15
***

 .18
***

 .13
**

 

Self-objectification  1 .41
***

 .07 .15
***

 .26
***

 .18
***

 

Body surveillance   1 .11
*
 .08

*
 .18

***
 .21

***
 

Sexualizing primetime TV    1 .36
***

 .28
***

 .09
*
 

Sexualizing music TV     1 .16
***

 .32
***

 

Sexualizing fashion magazines      1 .17
***

 

Sexualizing social networking 

sites 
      1 

     Note.  
*
p < .05; 

**
p < .01; 

***
p < .001. 
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Testing Hypothesized Model 

The model visualized in Figure 1 was used to test the hypothesized relationships. The 

final model is presented in Figure 2. For clarity, error terms and the measurement part is not 

shown. The model showed an adequate fit of the data and yielded a chi-square value of 

425.99 with 191 degrees of freedom, p < .001, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .05, AGFI = .92, χ²/df  = 

2.23.  

 

Figure 2. Trimmed structural equation model for the relationships between sexualizing media 

consumption and the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification, and body 

surveillance.   

 

Note. Values reflect standardized coefficients and all paths are significant at p < .01. 

 

Model comparison tests showed that different types of media content are similarly 

related to the internalization of appearance ideals but differently to self-objectification and 

body surveillance. More specifically, results showed that the unconstrained, hypothesized 

model had a more acceptable fit than the models constraining relationships of media 

consumption with self-objectification,  χ²(194) = 438.99, p < .001, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .05, 

AGFI = .92, χ²/df = 2.26, and body surveillance,  χ²(194) = 441.75, p  < .001, CFI = .95, 

RMSEA = .05, AGFI = .92, χ²/df = 2.28,  to be equal across media contents, p < .01. For the 

internalization of appearance ideals, χ²(194) = 428.19, p < .001, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .05, 

AGFI = .92, χ²/df  = 2.01, the analysis indicated that relationships were similar, p = .53.  

Next, the unconstrained, hypothesized model was analyzed. Following Aish and 

Jöreskog (1990), insignificant arrows were removed from the unconstrained model, χ² (197) = 
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436.20, p < .001, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .05, AGFI = .92, χ²/df = 2.14. The final model 

provided a reasonable fit, but it did not fit significantly better than the original model (p = 

.12). Moreover, a first remarkable finding of the model was that viewing sexualizing 

primetime television was not related to internalization, nor to self-objectification or body 

surveillance. However, watching music television, reading fashion magazines or visiting 

social networking sites, were directly and indirectly associated with the multidimensional 

process of self-objectification. More specifically, in accordance with the hypothesized 

relationships, the model showed that consuming sexualizing music television, β = .11, B = 

.11, SE = .05, p < .05, and fashion magazines, β = .17, B = .22, SE = .06, p < .001, were 

significantly related to the internalization of appearance ideals. Using sexualizing social 

networking sites , β = .09, B = .15, SE = .08, p = .05, was marginally significantly related to 

the internalization of appearance ideals. The hypothesized relationships with self-

objectification were further found to be significant with consuming sexualizing fashion 

magazines, β = .17, B = .35, SE = .08, p < .001,  and social networking sites, β = .10, B = .26, 

SE = .10, p < .05. The expected associations between sexualizing media consumption and 

body surveillance were, however, only supported when examining social networking sites, β 

= .12, B = .18, SE = .06, p < .005. Using social networking sites was thus the only medium 

that significantly predicted body surveillance.  

Furthermore, mediation tests examining possible indirect mechanisms revealed that 

when girls consumed sexualizing music television, fashion magazines or social networking 

sites more often, their internalization of appearance ideals increased, which was, in turn, 

related to higher levels of self-objectification (music television .04 = .11 * .37, z = 2.25, p < 

.05, fashion magazines .07 =.17 * .37, z = 3.61, p < .001, social networking sites .03 = .09 

*.37, z = 1.89, p = .06) and body surveillance  (music television .06 = .11 * .50, z = 2.26, p < 

.05, fashion magazines .09 = .17 * .50,  z = 3.68, p < .001, social networking sites .05 = .09 * 

.50, z = 1.90, p = .06). The indirect relationships with social networking sites did not reach the 

.05 level of statistical significance. Indirect relationships with body surveillance were further 

found when examining self-objectification as a mediator: higher consumption of fashion 

magazines and social networking sites was related to an increase in self-objectification, and 

this increase was associated with higher levels of body surveillance (fashion magazines .04 = 

.17 *.22, z = 3.32,  p < .001, social networking sites .02 = .10 *.22, z = 2.25, p < .05).  

 Alternative model. The AIK of the presented model in Figure 2 was 549.99. The 

alternative model assuming that the multidimensional process of self-objectification predicts 
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the consumption of sexualizing media showed a less acceptable fit than the fit of the 

presented model (AIK value = 715.69).  

 

Discussion 

The present study builds on the solid basis of knowledge provided by previous studies 

on the effects of sexualizing media (e.g., Aubrey, 2006a; Morry & Statska, 2001) and aimed 

to integrate the proposed approach of body image scholars to understand self-objectification 

as a multidimensional process (e.g., Moradi, 2010) into the field of media studies. More 

specifically, this study sought to combine body image and media effects research through an 

examination of the processes of internalization, self-objectification and body surveillance, 

which may be associated with the use of sexualizing media. The study further explored 

differences in the relationships with different media content and responded to a call 

(Tiggemann, 2010) for more research on self-objectification among adolescent girls. Taken 

together, the results of this study provide new insight into the relationships between media use 

and adolescents’ body image and, more specifically, offer three contributions that can be used 

to guide future research.  

Sexualizing media and the multifaceted process of self-objectification. While 

media scholars have called for more research on the impact of sexualizing media (e.g., 

Aubrey, 2006a), body image scholars have introduced the idea of self-objectification as a 

multifaceted process and emphasized the possible value of empirical research exploring this 

idea (Moradi & Huang, 2008). This study responded to these requests and found that the 

cognitive processes of internalization and self-objectification as well as the behavioral process 

of body surveillance are related to exposure to sexualizing music television, fashion 

magazines, and social networking sites.  

Notably, this study explored the possible distinction between direct and indirect 

relationships with media use and showed that the concepts in this process are not independent 

of each other, nor are they related disjointedly with media exposure. The concepts are 

connected through a set of direct and indirect relationships, and it is only by considering the 

combination of relationships that the impact of media exposure can be clearly understood. 

This finding seems to add new insight to previous research. For instance, Aubrey’s (2006a) 

insignificant relationships between body surveillance and the consumption of sexualizing 

magazines and television can be explained by the results from this study: our findings 

suggested that the impact of media on body surveillance may work indirectly, not directly, 

through internalization and self-objectification.  



 
 

130 
 

If we look at the set of relationships across media contents, we notice first that 

internalization plays a central role. It is directly related with almost all types of media 

exposure, which is in line with the reported prevalence of beauty ideals in music videos and 

magazine advertisements (Stankiewicz & Rosselli, 2008; Vandenbosch et al., 2013). This 

finding is also in line with a study on social networking sites reporting that users tend to post 

pictures that comply with current beauty standards (Siibak, 2010). Moreover, and most 

importantly, internalization has been shown to be directly related with both self-

objectification and body surveillance and seems to act as the pivot between media exposure 

on the one hand and self-objectification and body surveillance on the other hand. Consistent 

with the multifaceted objectification framework, an increase in the internalization of 

appearance ideals related to exposure to sexualizing media seemed to surface in self-

objectification and body surveillance. These indirect relationships may reveal how media tend 

to convey beauty ideals and how the internalization of these messages may guide the 

perception of one’s body, leading to a more objectified view and more frequent monitoring of 

appearance. This pattern of findings underscores the importance of considering media as a 

source of beauty ideals. While traditional studies on self-objectification generally have not 

followed this approach, this study’s findings suggest that this approach may be an important 

explanatory mechanism for media research on self-objectification.  

Second, we notice that body surveillance is seldom directly related to media exposure; 

rather, it is indirectly related. Among all but one medium, the cognitive dimensions within the 

process of self-objectification—internalization and self-objectification—seem to precede its 

behavioral dimension (i.e., body surveillance). This  result confirms the multifaceted 

objectification framework and is in line with theoretical models, such as the theory of planned 

behavior, which suggests that cognitive processes precede behavioral intentions (Ajzen, 

1991).  

Third, we see that important differences exist between different media, especially with 

regard to the direct relationships between media exposure and both self-objectification and 

body surveillance. Exploring and describing these differences was the second objective of the 

study and led to its second contribution to the literature.  

Acknowledging differences between different media content. This study identified 

a new complexity: different sexualization experiences may be related to different self-

objectification processes. Differences in direct and indirect relationships were found for the 

internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification, and body surveillance. More 

specifically, all sexualizing media contents, except for primetime television, were found to be 
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directly related to the internalization of appearance ideals. A tentative explanation for the 

insignificant relationship with primetime television may be that the variance in the self-

objectification components explained by primetime television have already been captured by 

other media variables. Body ideals are also extensively, and perhaps even more notably, 

promoted in other sexually oriented media contents (e.g., Vandenbosch et al., 2013). This 

overlap may explain why primetime television has no additional impact on the internalization 

of appearance ideals. This explanation is supported by the lack of significant differences in 

paths between media consumption and the internalization of appearance ideals across media 

content. Also, additional tests of separate models, without the other media, did show a 

significant relationship between sexualizing television consumption and internalization.  

Another explanation may be found in the narrative context of sexualization on 

primetime television which is often not present in, for instance, music videos, with their 

visual focus on women as sexual beings (Vandenbosch et al., 2013), or advertisements, with 

their portrayals of women as decorative objects (Stankiewicz & Rosselli, 2008). Although all 

media emphasize beauty ideals, primetime television may be the only medium that provides a 

genuine narrative context. Thus, this study seems to suggest that a perspective of narratives 

and storylines may offer some protection against the direct effects of media. Future research 

may need to explore the importance of a narrative context in research on self-objectification. 

Our findings further showed that none of the traditional sexualizing media were 

directly related to body surveillance. The only medium directly related to body surveillance 

was social networking sites. This finding suggests that behavioral actions, such as body 

monitoring, may not be triggered by exposure to body ideals but may be triggered only when 

the visual attention is directed toward one’s own body, such as in a mirror or pictures of 

oneself. This direct visual focus on one’s own appearance is manifestly present on social 

networking sites, where users frequently post pictures of themselves or are tagged in friends’ 

photo albums (Siibak, 2010; Vitak & McLaughlin, 2011).  

The conclusion that body surveillance was related only indirectly, in most cases, to 

media use (through the cognitive components of the process) may have interesting 

implications. Previous research has shown that the harmful effects of self-objectification, such 

as the development of eating disorders, are less a direct result of self-objectification than of 

the related concept of body surveillance. This study adds to this conclusion the finding that 

the cognitive dimensions of the process of self-objectification (i.e., internalization and self-

objectification) seem to precede its behavioral dimension (i.e., body surveillance), although it 

should be acknowledged that the study was unable to make conclusions about the causal 
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order. Nevertheless, this finding may provide the possibility for early prevention. Future 

research should seek to identify factors that could prevent increased internalization and self-

objectification from leading to body surveillance (and thus to further adverse outcomes). 

Studies should explore whether factors, such as high self-esteem or body acceptance, may 

protect adolescent girls from body surveillance and further health risks (Aubrey, 2006a; 

Moradi, 2010).  

Attention to sexualization among adolescent girls. While most research has been 

conducted with samples of young adults, a third contribution of this study is its insight into 

how adolescent girls react to sexualizing media content. Our results suggested that exposure 

to sexualizing media is related to the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification, 

and body surveillance for a younger sample as well. This finding may have profound 

consequences. Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) have noted that even “small” increases in self-

objectification can cause fundamental changes in an individual’s self-image. The relatively 

small increases found in this study may play an important role in the identity development of 

adolescent girls. Girls with higher levels of internalization, self-objectification, and body 

surveillance may construct a more objectified self-image (APA, 2007; Fredrickson & Roberts, 

1997). Over the years, such mild forms of self-objectification, may gain importance and 

become problematic from a long-term perspective. Longitudinal research is needed to explore 

whether girls reporting self-objectification at an early age are significantly more vulnerable to 

mental health risks later in life.  

The findings of this study are limited in some respects. On the whole, this study was 

restricted by its cross-sectional design and does not provide evidence of causality. Future 

experiments or longitudinal studies should explore the proposed temporal or causal order of 

the proposed relationships. In addition, more research is needed to explore the external 

validity of the notions of self-objectification and how the operationalization of self-

objectification can be improved. Also, measures of using fashion magazines and social 

networking site were each based on one item. Future research may include several types of 

fashion magazines and may extend the measure of social networking site by, for instance, 

including questions on perceptions of how often participants evaluate the photos on the sites 

in terms of appearance.  Furthermore, all measures reflect reports of behaviors and this limits 

our conclusions. Additionally, future studies are necessary to test whether the proposed 

relationships hold when controlling for other relevant variables, such as BMI (Moradi & 

Huang, 2008), or are moderated by developmental factors, such as pubertal timing (Lindberg 

et al., 2007). Finally, this study was conducted in the context of a Western European country, 
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Belgium. Although the results were consistent with Australian, British and American research 

(Moradi & Huang, 2008), we cannot preclude this context from affecting our findings, for 

instance, as a consequence of another sexual culture or a sample composed mainly of white 

girls. However, the study’s findings may have considerable relevance for research conducted 

in other Western and Northern European countries, and in the US, especially because scholars 

have stressed similarities in exposure to media content (e.g., Vandenbosch et al., 2013) and 

sexualization processes (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) among Western (Caucasian) females. 
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Chapter 5. Understanding Sexualization: A Comprehensive Approach toward Media 

Exposure and Boys’ Internalization of Appearance Ideals, Self-Objectification, and 

Body Surveillance
9
 

 

Abstract 

This study (N = 911) investigated how exposure to sexualizing primetime television programs, 

music television, men’s magazines, and pornographic websites was related to the 

internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification and body surveillance among 

adolescent boys. A structural equation model showed direct relationships between exposure 

to sexualizing television and pornographic websites, and the internalization of appearance 

ideals. Indirect relationships between these types of sexualizing media, and self-

objectification and body surveillance through the internalization of appearance ideals were 

also reported. A direct relationship with self-objectification was only found for sexualizing 

pornographic websites. Discussion warns attention for adolescent boys at risk of 

sexualization. 

 

Introduction 

Appearance worries and related appearance modification behaviours, such as power 

lifting, sun tanning, using beauty products and even taking anabolic steroids, have been found 

to be part of young men’s modern life (e.g., Frederick et al., 2007; Strelan & Hargreaves, 

2005). Not only are a number of young men preoccupied with their appearance, Western 

society in general appears to value male appearance, considering male appearance standards, 

such as muscularity, as important cues for succeeding in life or, more specifically, for being 

sexually attractive (e.g., Frederick et al., 2007). The focus of society on male appearance runs 

parallel with the prevalence of mass media focusing on handsome men. Both popular 

magazines and television programs have been shown to present unrealistic appearance ideals 

that ignore men’s personalities and are associated with romantic and sexual success (Fouts & 

Vaughan, 2002; Ricardelli, Clow, & White, 2007).  

This focus on male appearance in mass media (e.g., Ricardelli et al., 2007) has been 

targeted by scholars as a possible reason for appearance worries among young men and 

adolescent boys (Frederick et al., 2007; Strelan & Hargreaves, 2005) and raises questions on 

                                                           
9
 Based on Vandenbosch, L., & Eggermont, S. (2013). Sexualization of adolescent boys: 

Media exposure and boys’ internalization of beauty ideals, self-objectification and body 

surveillance. Men and Masculinity, 1-24.  
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whether and, if so how, boys’ body image is affected by media. In this view, objectification 

theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) and research based on this theory (APA, 2007; Moradi 

& Huang, 2008), expect that the so-called sexualizing mass media trigger self-objectification, 

i.e., the adoption of an observer’s perspective toward one’s own body. Self-objectification, in 

turn, has been shown to lead to appearance worries and appearance modification behaviors 

(Moradi & Huang, 2008). 

The present study aims to examine the relationship between exposure to sexualizing 

media and self-objectification among adolescent boys. The study intends to build on 

multidisciplinary knowledge derived from the fields of psychology, cultural studies, media 

studies and sociology to increase our understandings of media, objectification and adolescent 

boys in three ways. First, scholars have noted that (theoretically driven) research is needed to 

understand how mass media may impact self-objectification among male media users (Choma 

et al., 2010). By applying Moradi and Huang’s multifaceted perspective toward self-

objectification (2008), the present study aims to increase scholarly knowledge about the 

occurrence of self-objectification among male media users. Second, the study will focus on 

boys in adolescence. Developmental changes, such as the emergence of secondary sex 

characteristics, are believed to make a young man more aware of his body and overall 

appearance (Lindberg, Grabe, & Hyde, 2007). The increased awareness of the changing body 

is expected to make boys vulnerable for the focus on male bodies in mass media (Fredrickson 

& Roberts, 1997; Lindberg et al., 2007). In line with scholars’ call for attention to male body 

images (Markey, 2010), the present study concentrates on 12- to 18- year-old boys. Third, our 

study aims to examine the relationship between media exposure and boys’ self-objectification 

with attention for differences in how various media contents portray the male body. Such 

consideration seems critical as content analyses have hinted at the idea that various media 

contents - primetime television shows, music television, men’s magazines and pornographic 

websites- differ in how they present male appearance ideals (Aubrey & Frisby, 2011; Fouts & 

Vaughan, 2002; Pope et al., 2000).  

 

Sexualization of the Male Body  

 Research has suggested that sexualization is a regularly occurring phenomena in 

modern Western media (APA, 2007; Edwards, 1997; Rohlinger, 2002) and has traditionally 

focused on and elaborated theory on female sexualization (Moradi & Huang, 2008). However, 

sexualization may also occur among men. The American Task Force on the Sexualization of 

Girls (2007, p.1) defines sexualization as:  evaluating individuals based on their sexual appeal 
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or sexual behavior, equating standards of appearance to being sexually attractive, sexually 

objectifying a person, and/or inappropriately imposing sexuality on individuals. The four 

elements of this definition can also be applied to men, although with attention for the 

gendered meaning of this phenomenon (Gill, 2009). This can be illustrated by looking at how 

media tend to portray men. 

With respect to the first dimension of the definition, for instance, content analyses 

have suggested that in media content men often are primarily evaluated based on their sexual 

appeal or sexual behavior (APA, 2007). Television comedies have been found to focus on the 

(the lack of) sexual appeal of male characters by mocking with overweight men (Fouts & 

Vaughan, 2002). In addition, Kelly (2010) has suggested that popular teen programs promote 

the message that boys without any sexual experience are “uncool”, regardless of their other 

capacities or characteristics. Such media contents may teach boys that one’s sexual appeal or 

behavior reflects a men’s reputation or personal value (APA, 2007). 

Second, research has suggested that male standards of appearance, such as 

muscularity, are equated to being sexually attractive in media content (APA, 2007; Gill, 

2009). Ideal men have been described as “young, usually white, particularly muscularly, 

critically strong-jawed, clean shaven (often all over), healthy, sporty, successful, virile and 

ultimately sexy (Edwards, 1997, p.41).” The prevalence of such male appearance ideals has 

been reported in various types of media contents (Pope et al., 2000; Ricardielli et al., 2007; 

Rohlinger, 2002). Music entertainment television has been found to promote muscular men in 

sexually oriented scenes suggesting that sexual acts are reserved for “good looking” men 

(Vandenbosch, Vervloessem & Eggermont, 2013). McKee (2005) studied eight mainstream 

pornographic videos and also suggested that men’s sexual attractiveness was directly related 

to their outward appearances (McKee, 2005).  

Third, the observing and treating of men as objects for others’ sexual goals has been 

found in pornographic media and lifestyle magazines (APA, 2007; Attwood, 2005). Analyses 

of pornographic media suggest that men are being depersonalized in pornographic media 

content (McKee, 2005). Attwood (2005, p.87) has suggested that pornographic media portray 

men’s bodies as “mechanized pieces of equipment” as they show men that are solely focused 

on the sexual act, while the women are focused on their own sexual pleasure. In addition, 

Attwood (2005) has argued that media “instrumentalize” the male body by seeing it as a 

project that can be “worked on”; in turn, more worked out bodies are expected to be more 

sexually attractive for women. For instance, popular lifestyle magazines have been shown to 

promote tips and tricks for modifying one’s appearance, suggesting they may increase men’s 
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sexual success (Ricardielli et al., 2007). Furthermore, an “undifferentiated” sexual gaze on the 

male body has been found in television advertisements by, for instance, showing young white 

attractive women gazing at a young, toned, muscular, and bare chested man (Gill, 2009). 

Fourth, men and boys have also been sexualized by inappropriately imposing sexuality 

on them (APA, 2007; Sharp, 2010). In this view, APA (2007, p.2)  has especially focused on 

concerns regarding “the imbuing of adult sexuality upon a child.” One scholar noticed, for 

instance, that the teenage star Jaden Smith has been admired while lifting up his shirt to 

demonstrate his “six pack.” and that female adult stars have been found to wear shirts 

promoting the slogan “Kim can have Justin, Jaden’s mine (Sharp, 2010).” Furthermore, 

indications of inappropriately imposing sexuality on men have been found by analyses of 

television programs suggesting that men are always longing for sex (Kim et al., 2007).  

Together, research has suggested that sexualization of the male body is apparent in 

various media contents popular among adolescent boys.   

 

Applying the Sexualization Framework to Adolescent Boys  

 While content analyses have thus reported on media’s focus on male appearance, 

survey research has documented the prevalence of appearance worries among young men 

(Olivardia, Pope, Borowiecki, & Cohane, 2004). When discussing how men’s body 

perception works, scholars generally refer to the rich theoretical tradition of explaining female 

body image (Knauss et al., 2008). A theoretical explanation that received considerable 

attention during the last decade is the objectification theory as outlined by Fredrickson and 

Roberts (1997). This theory argues that experiencing a sexualized gaze on one’s body during 

interpersonal encounters or while being exposed to media contents treating characters as 

sexual objects leads to self-objectification, described as taking on an observers’ perspective to 

evaluate one’s own body and considered as an important cause of various mental and physical 

health risks (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). While self-objectification has been found among 

both men and women, research has reported that women self-objectify to a greater extent than 

men and at the same time has warned for “the absence of a comprehensive theory for 

understanding men’s objectification experiences (Choma et al., 2010, p. 653)”.   

Regarding the latter criticism, Moradi and Huang (2008) have further developed the 

original objectification theory and identified three central processes in the objectification 

framework that may increase our understanding of how boys could experience self-

objectification: internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification and body 

surveillance. When adolescent boys are confronted with sexualization, they gain knowledge 
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about what society perceives as “an ideal appearance.” Boys may however not only learn the 

promoted physical features, they may also internalize these standards and consider them as 

their own personal ideals to pursue (Thompson & Stice, 2001). Subsequently, this 

internalization of appearance standards may determine which observable body features one 

needs to consider important (Daniel & Bridges, 2010). Based on Noll and Fredrickson’s 

(1998) notions of objectification, self-objectification occurs when a higher level of 

importance is attached to those body features perceived to be essential for sexual 

attractiveness. This self-objectification, in turn, is expected to trigger related behavioral 

processes, such as body surveillance. Body surveillance is described as the active 

manifestation of self-objectification (Calogero, 2011): boys showing higher levels of body 

surveillance invest more time in monitoring their appearances to ensure that they comply with 

male body ideals (McKinley & Hyde, 1996).  

Thus far, empirical studies have not yet investigated the theoretically proposed 

multidimensional process of self-objectification among boys. However, empirical evidence 

suggests that this process is likely to occur among boys, since studies showed that singular 

aspects of the process, i.e., internalization of appearance ideals and body surveillance, have 

been found in young male adolescents (Knauss et al., 2008; Slater & Tiggemann, 2010).  

 

Sexualizing Media and the Multidimensional Process of Self-Objectification  

Research suggesting that the multidimensional process of self-objectification may 

occur among adolescent boys (Moradi & Huang, 2008) together with research reporting on 

the prevalence of male appearance ideals in various media contents  (e.g., Ricardelli et al., 

2007) form the basis for the present study. The study investigates how exposure to 

sexualizing primetime television, music television, men’s magazines, and pornographic 

websites is related to the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification and body 

surveillance among boys. In this process, theory expects that exposure to sexualizing media 

teaches boys about muscular, stylish, sun tanned male ideals and leads to the internalization of 

those ideals (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Moradi & Huang, 2008). This suggestion is 

strengthened by two studies reporting positive associations between the internalization of 

appearance ideals and reading fitness magazines among male college students (Morry & 

Statska, 2001), and perceived media pressure among adolescents (Knauss et al., 2008). 

In addition, exposure to sexualizing media may affect self-objectification and body 

surveillance through the internalization of appearance ideals (Moradi & Huang, 2008). This 

theoretical suggestion is strengthened by a study among boys reporting partial mediation of 



 
 

142 
 

internalization on the relationship between perceived pressure from media and body 

surveillance (Knauss et al., 2008). The possible mediating role of internalization on the 

relationship between media exposure and self-objectification has not yet been examined.  

Thus, we not only expect that exposure to sexualizing media directly impacts the 

internalization of appearance ideals, but also that internalization increases self-objectification 

and body surveillance. In line with theoretical and empirical evidence (Calogero, 2010; 

Knauss et al., 2008; Moradi, 2010), our first hypothesis thus reads:  

H1: Consumption of sexualizing television programs, music television, men’s 

magazines and pornographic websites is directly related to the internalization of 

appearance ideals. The internalization of appearance ideals increases, in turn, body 

surveillance and self-objectification.  

 

Objectification theory further argues that sexualization of the male body is not only 

apparent through emphasizing appearance ideals, but also by supporting an observer’s 

perspective toward the own body (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). For instance, sexual 

activities shown in pornographic media ignore one’s personality and exclusively focus on the 

physical body appearance (McKee, 2005). Watching such content may directly stimulate the 

gradual development of an image of the physical-self that evaluates one’s own body through 

the eyes of another individual (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Aubrey (2006) supported this 

assumption by reporting that exposure to sexually objectifying television increased male 

college students’ self-objectification one year later (Aubrey, 2006).  

In addition, theoretical models also expect that the internalization of an observer’s 

perspective toward one’s body increases the monitoring of one’s body (Moradi & Huang, 

2008; Moradi, 2010). The concept of self-objectification may thus be expected to mediate the 

relationship between exposure to sexualizing media and body surveillance (Calogero, 2010; 

Moradi, 2010). Boys who frequently monitor their body may use an observer’s perspective 

when evaluating their appearance and are likely to attach greater importance to appearance-

based attributes in this evaluation (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Thus, our second 

hypothesis reads:  

H2: Consumption of sexualizing television programs, music television, men’s 

magazines and sexually explicit websites is directly related to self-objectification. Self-

objectification, in turn, increases body surveillance.  
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Figure 1 presents our hypotheses. When testing these hypotheses, the study will take 

account of (a) differences in the impact of different media content and (b) measurement 

problems associated with self-objectification.  

First, content analyses have suggested that sexualization differs across different media 

contents. Music television sexualizes men in a primarily visual way (Aubrey & Frisby, 2011), 

whereas primetime television programs and men magazines sexualize men through thematic 

messages and stories (Fouts & Vaughan, 2002). Primetime television highlights appearance in 

the context of comical situations (Fouts & Vaughan, 2002), and magazines specifically 

provide advice for changing one’s appearance (Ricardelli et al., 2007). In addition, while 

sexuality is rather suggested in traditional media, such as primetime television or music 

television (Aubrey & Frisby, 2011), pornographic messages sexualize men in a sexually 

explicit context (McKee, 2005). These differences suggest that different media may have 

different influences on the process of self-objectification. Therefore, the study aims to explore 

and to describe whether and how the impact of sexualizing media content differs across 

different media contents. 

Second, research measuring men’s body image is expected to take account of 

differences between the cultural appearance standards of men (e.g., muscular body) and 

women (e.g., slender body) (Moradi, 2010). Empirical studies on men’s body image support 

this gendered approach, as prior scholars have found more theoretically consistent results 

when adapting measures that were originally developed for women’s body image according to 

the cultural norms of men’s attractiveness (Morry & Statska, 2001). Against this background, 

the application of the original Self-Objectification Questionnaire of Noll and Fredrickson 

(1998) in objectification research among men warrants attention. This measure evaluates the 

level of importance attached to appearance-based body attributes  (e.g., physical 

attractiveness, coloring and weight) as opposed to competence-based body attributes (e.g., 

health, physical fitness and physical energy level). However, the division of attributes in 

appearance-based attributes and competence-based attributes is based on cultural standards 

considered important for women’s attractiveness, as the measure was originally developed for 

research among women (Moradi, 2010; Noll & Fredrickson, 1998). Therefore, the present 

study will investigate whether the division of attributes in appearance-based attributes and 

competence-based attributes proposed by the original Self-Objectification Questionnaire of 

Noll and Fredrickson (1998) also applies to adolescent boys. 
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model for the relationships between sexualizing media consumption 

and the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification, and body surveillance.  

 

 

 

Method 

Sample and Participant Selection  

The data presented in this chapter are part of a larger study called MORES (= Media 

Onderzoek Relaties en Seksualiteit). This study was a three-wave panel study with an interval 

of six months and was conducted with 12- to 18-year-old adolescents. The data used in this 

study were collected among boys in March 2010, and represent the first wave of the three-

wave longitudinal survey. More specifically, in March 2010, a quantitative survey was 

conducted in 13 schools that were selected from different parts of Belgium, different 

schooling levels and different ages. All pupils of the 13 schools that were present at the 

moment the researchers visited the school completed pencil and paper surveys. The response 

rate was considerably high (93.8%): of the 1,613 targeted participants, 1,513 filled in the 

survey. Participants were told that the goal of the study was to investigate their leisure habits 

and were guaranteed that the questionnaire would be processed confidentially and 

anonymously. As Belgian pupils are not used to incentives in a school context, these were not 

provided. Approval for the survey was received from the institutional review board of the host 

university; as customary in Belgium, informed consent was obtained from the school head.  

This study only examined the data gathered among 911 adolescent boys. The mean 

age was 15.24 years (SD = 1.42). Almost 60% of the respondents’ mothers (58.8%) had a 

post-secondary degree as the highest obtained degree and 34.3% of the mothers had graduated 

from secondary school;  2.4 % had only completed an elementary school degree and 4.5% did 

not have a degree. The majority of the fathers obtained a post-secondary degree (48.5%) or 

had obtained a secondary school diploma (42.3%). Nine percent had an elementary school 
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degree (4.3%) or had no degree (4.8%). Finally, 92.9% were born in Belgium, 1.8% in Europe 

and 5.3% in a non-European country.  

 

Assessments and Measures 

Exposure to sexualizing media. Participants rated how often they consumed 

sexualizing media content. First, respondents indicated on a 5-point scale ((almost) never (= 

1) through (almost) every week (= 5)), how often they watched each of 48 television programs 

broadcast on the most important channels during the period of three weeks prior to data 

collection. Second, respondents indicated on a 7-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) through 

(almost) every day (= 7)), how often they watched the music video channels TMF, JIMtv and 

MTV. Third, respondents indicated on a 5-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) through (almost) 

every week (= 5)), how often they read male lifestyle magazines, such as P-magazine (a local 

version of Maxim). Fourth, respondents indicated on a 7-point scale (never (= 1) through 

several times a day (= 7)) how often they had intentionally exposed themselves during the last 

six months to photographs of nude individuals with clearly exposed genitals, pornographic 

videos involving nudity, photographs of people having sex, and videos of people having sex 

(Peter & Valkenburg, 2008, p.585).  

In order to attribute more weight to the media contents seen as more sexualizing, a 

procedure similar to the one reported by Aubrey (2006a) and Zurbriggen, Ramsey, and 

Jaworski (2011) was applied. First, 29 college students were trained to address in different 

media the level of sexualization, described as a visual as well as a thematic focus on 

appearance and the body in a sexualizing way (APA, 2007; Aubrey, 2006a; Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997). After the training, they were asked to answer three questions on a 5-point 

scale about each medium included in the adolescent survey (Zurbriggen et al., 2011). The 

questions referred to the frequency and intensity of sexualization, and the college student’s 

familiarity with the media content (for a further description see Zurbriggen et al., 2011).  

Based on the frequency, intensity, and familiarity ratings a four-step-procedure was 

followed to calculate a sexualization score for each media content. First, for each media 

content the frequency, intensity, and familiarity scores were multiplied. Second, for each 

media content the total sum of familiarity ratings of all college students was calculated. Third, 

weighted sexualization scores were calculated by dividing the product of frequency * 

intensity * familiarity (step 1) by the total sum of familiarity ratings of that particular content 

(step 2). Fourth, the sum of the weighted sexualization scores was calculated for each media 

content. The result of this procedure, i.e., a sexualization score per content, was used to weigh 
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the adolescent boys’ frequency ratings of their media consumption. Those calculations 

indicated that several television programs were rarely being viewed or contained no 

sexualizing content. In order to enhance interpretation of the results, we selected the five most 

sexualizing programs as their scores were considerably higher than the scores of the other 43 

programs (i.e.,  “Beauty and The geek”, “Crime Night Las Vegas”, “The Big Bang Theory”, 

“Totally Busted” and the local program “Wag’s”). Table 1 presents the means and standard 

deviations for the consumption of music television, primetime television programs, male 

magazines, and pornographic sites with and without weight correction. 

 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for the studied media variables.  

 

 

Media consumption 

Sexualizing media 

consumption 

Sexualizing 

weight 

 Min Max M SD Min Max M SD  

TV          

   Crime Night Las Vegas  1 5 2.26 1.67 .50 2.51 1.13 .84 .79 

   Wags 1 5 2.04 1.52 .56 2.80 1.14 .85 .56 

   Totally Busted 1 5 1.61 1.22 .73 3.67 1.18 .89 .50 

   Beauty and the Geek 1 5 1.55 1.15 .79 3.97 1.23 .91 .50 

   The Big Bang Theory 1 5 2.58 1.76 .50 2.50 1.29 .88 .45 

   Total TV programs 1 5 1.99 .85 .62 3.09 1.19 .51 .62 

Music TV          

    TMF 1 7 4.46 2.21 .57 3.97 2.53 1.25 .57 

    JIMtv 1 7 4.14 2.17 .53 3.72 2.20 1.15 .53 

    MTV 1 7 4.49 2.13 .57 3.96 2.54 1.21 .57 

    Total music TV 1 7 4.32 1.92 .55 3.88 2.40 1.06 .55 

Magazines          

   Men’s magazines 1 5 1.61 1.03 .72 3.60 1.16 .740 .72 

Pornographic websites          

    Pictures showing genitals 1 7 2.02 1.41 .67 4.69 1.35 .94 .67 

   Videos  showing genitals 1 7 2.29 1.48 .76 5.31 1.74 1.12 .76 

    Pictures showing sex 1 7 1.80 1.29 .76 5.31 1.37 .98 .76 

    Videos showing sex 1 7 2.47 1.55 .79 5.55 1.96 1.23 .79 

 Total sexually explicit 

websites 

1 7 2.14 1.25 .75 5.22 1.60 .93 .75 
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The internalization of appearance ideals. In the Internalization subscale of the 

Sociocultural Attitudes toward Appearance Questionnaire (Thompson, Van den Berg, 

Roehrig, Guarda, & Heinberg, 2003) respondents used a 5-point scale, ranging from I totally 

disagree (= 1) to I totally agree (= 5), to evaluate nine items, such as “I wish I looked like the 

models in music videos” and  “I try to look like the people on TV.” The Internalization 

subscale has a demonstrated validity and test–retest reliability among college students 

(Thompson et al., 2003), but research among adolescents has suggested that the scale may 

need to be adapted to be reliable for younger respondents (Knauss, Paxton, & Alsaker, 2008) 

and that preliminary tests are thus required before summing the items into a general 

internalization variable. 

Self-objectification. The measurement of self-objectification was based on the 

original version of the Self-Objectification Questionnaire of Noll and Fredrickson (1998). 

This scale asks respondents to rank appearance-based  and competence-based body attributes 

according to their importance. However, Calogero (2010) has noted that respondents often 

make mistakes when ranking the attributes. The ranking is also expected to increase 

measurement error and precludes calculation of reliability scores. Hence, we chose not to 

apply a ranking system and asked respondents to evaluate the importance of each attribute on 

a 10-point scale (not at all important (= 1) – very important (= 10)) instead. The difference 

between the mean score on the appearance-based factor and the mean score on the 

competence-based factor addressed the level of self-objectification (range -9 to 9). The higher 

the scores on this measure, the higher the level of self-objectification.  

 Body surveillance. The questionnaire included the body surveillance subscale from 

the Objectified Body Consciousness Scale for Adolescents (Lindberg et al., 2006), for which 

prior research has demonstrated its validity and reliability (e.g., Grabe & Hyde, 2009; 

Lindberg et al., 2006). On a 5-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) through (almost) always (= 

5)), respondents evaluated four statements ( = .77), such as  “I often compare how I look 

with how other people look,” and “During the day, I think about how I look many times”. 

 

Analysis 

Prior to testing the proposed model, principal component analysis (= PCA) and 

confirmatory factor analysis (= CFA) were used to explore which items belonged to (a) the 

internalization subscale, and (b) the appearance-based and the competence-based factor for 

the adapted scale of self-objectification (AMOS). Next, descriptive statistics and zero-order 

correlations were calculated for all main variables included in the study. Third, the proposed 
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model was tested with structural equation modeling (AMOS), using the maximum likelihood 

method. The chi-squared-to-degrees-of-freedom ratio (χ ²/df), the comparative fit index (CFI), 

the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the adjusted goodness of fit index 

(AGFI) were used to address the fit of the models (Byrne, 2010). To address whether 

relationships differed significantly across media contents, two constrained models were tested 

and their fit indices were compared to the fit of the unconstrained model.  

Further analyses focused on the model with the best fit. Following Aish and Jöreskog 

(1990), insignificant pathways were removed. Fit indices for the model prior to removing 

insignificant paths (fully saturated model) and for the model after removing insignificant 

paths (alternative trimmed model) will be reported and compared. We calculated indirect 

effects by multiplying the indirect standardized path coefficients. To test whether the indirect 

effects were different from zero, Sobel’s formula was applied.  

 

Results  

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses 

The internalization of appearance ideals. A principal component analysis extracted 

one factor (eigenvalue: 4.83; explained variance: 53.68%). Except for two items, all items had 

a factor loading higher than .70. In line with the results of Chapter 4 among girls, the factor 

loadings of the items “I compare my body to the bodies of TV and movie stars”  and “I 

compare my appearance to the appearance of TV and movie stars” were below the general 

acceptance level of .40. Reliability tests indicated that these two items reduced alpha ( = 

.78). Subsequently, these items were dropped, resulting in a reliable seven-item scale ( = 

.92). Results from CFA further indicated that the measurement model fits the data well, χ²(6) 

= 20.67, p  <  .001, CFI = .99; RMSEA = .05; AGFI = .97; χ²/df  = 3.45. 

Self-objectification. A principal component analysis using direct oblimin extracted 

one appearance-based factor (eigenvalue: 4.77; explained variance: 39.76%;   = .84), 

including  physical attractiveness (factor loading = .84), coloring (.67), weight (.65), sex 

appeal (.65), measurements (.59), muscular strength (.69) and muscle tone (.72) and one 

competence-based factor (eigenvalue: 1.75; explained variance: 14.55%;  = .82) including 

stamina (.81), health (.76), physical fitness (.79) and physical energy level (.78). Muscle 

strength thus appeared to be an appearance-based attribute instead of a competence-based 

attribute. Physical coordination was removed as its factor loading was less than .40. Next, a 

measurement model tested the newly proposed appearance and competence factor. Results 
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from CFA showed that the measurement model fits the data well, χ²(41) = 230.97, p  < .001, 

CFI = .95; RMSEA = .07; AGFI = .93; χ²/df = 5.63). 

Descriptive statistics. On average, boys were regularly exposed to sexualizing media 

as they watched prime time (M = 1.99, SD = .85) and music (M = 4.32, SD = 1.92) television 

programs on a regular basis, and occasionally visited sexually explicit websites (M = 2.14, SD 

= 1.25) or read men’s magazines (M = 1.61, SD = 1.03). The mean level of self-objectification 

suggested that boys valued competence-based attributes above appearance-based attributes (M 

=-1.45, SD = 1.60). A paired samples t test further indicated that the mean level of importance 

attached to competence-based attributes (M = 8.00, SD = 1.46) was significantly higher than 

to appearance-based attributes (M = 6.54, SD = 1.51), t(880) = -26.96, p < .001. Other 

research has also suggested that men value competence-based attributes higher than 

appearance-based attributes (e.g., Aubrey, 2006). In addition, the mean levels of the 

internalization of appearance ideals (M = 2.26, SD = .81) and body surveillance (M= 2.74, SD 

= .80) were comparable to the findings of other research among boys (Knauss et al., 2008).  

Table 2 presents zero-order correlations between consumption of sexualizing media 

and the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification and body surveillance. All 

were significant (p < .05), except for the relationships between exposure to sexualizing 

primetime television, music television and men’s magazines with self-objectification, and 

viewing sexualizing primetime television and body surveillance.  
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Table 2. Zero-order correlations.  

 

 Internalization 

 

Self-

objectification 

Body 

surveillance 

 

Sexualizing 

TV 

Sexualizing 

music TV 

Sexualizing 

magazines 

Sexualizing 

websites 

Internalization  1 .18*** .45*** .15*** .10** .10** .18*** 

Self-objectification  1 .26*** .01 .06 .01 .16*** 

Body surveillance   1 .07 .11** .07* .17*** 

Sexualizing TV    1 .43*** .24*** .15*** 

Sexualizing music TV     1 .22*** .14*** 

Sexualizing magazines      1 .24*** 

Sexualizing websites       1 

Note. *p < .05; **p <. 01; ***p < .001. 
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Testing Hypothesized Model  

Prior to testing the entire models, the relationships among internalization, self-

objectification and body surveillance were modeled. The fit indices indicated a good fit of the 

model; all defined paths were significant, χ²(51) = 304.4, p < .001, CFI = .95; RMSEA = .07; 

AGFI = .92;  χ²/df = 5.97), implying that internalization affects both self-objectification 

(standardized regression coefficient β = .20) and body surveillance (β = .54) and that self-

objectification has an influence on body surveillance (β = .19). Thus, Moradi’s (2010) 

multifaceted model of self-objectification seems to be suitable for boys. 

The model visualized in Figure 1 was used to test the hypothesized relationships. The 

final model is presented in Figure 2. For clarity, error terms and the measurement part is not 

shown. The model showed an adequate fit of the data and yielded a chi-square value of 

714.76 with 259 degrees of freedom, p < .001, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .04, AGFI = .92, χ²/df  = 

2.76.  

 

Figure 2. Trimmed structural equation model for the relationships between sexualizing media 

consumption and the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification, and body 

surveillance.  

 

Note. Values reflect standardized coefficients and all paths are significant at p < .01. 

 

Model comparison tests showed that different types of media content are differently  

related to internalization and self-objectification. More specifically, results showed that the 

unconstrained, hypothesized model, had a more acceptable fit than the model constraining 

relationships of media consumption with the internalization of appearance ideals,  χ²(262) = 

724.09, p  <  .001, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .04, AGFI = .92, χ²/df = 2.76, to be equal across 

media contents, p  <  .05.  In addition, the unconstrained, hypothesized model had a more 
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acceptable fit than the model constraining relationships of media consumption with self-

objectification,  χ²(262) = 728.87, p  < .001, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .05, AGFI = .92, χ²/df = 

2.78,  to be equal across media contents, p  < .05.  

Next, the unconstrained, hypothesized model was analyzed. Following Aish and 

Jöreskog (1990), insignificant arrows were removed from the unconstrained model, χ² (264) = 

717.37, p  < .001, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .04, AGFI = .92, χ²/df  = 2.71. The final model 

provided a reasonable fit, but it did not fit significantly better than the original model (p > 

.05).  Moreover, a first remarkable finding of the model was that viewing sexualizing music 

television and reading sexualizing magazines were not related to internalization or to self-

objectification. However, watching television and visiting pornographic websites were 

directly and indirectly associated with the multidimensional process of self-objectification. 

More specifically, in accordance with the hypothesized relationships, the model showed that 

consuming sexualizing television, β = .16, B = .48, SE = .14, p < .001, and pornographic 

websites, β = .18, B = .15, SE = .03, p < .001, were significantly related to the internalization 

of appearance ideals. The hypothesized relationship of self-objectification with consuming 

pornographic websites, β = .15, B = .23, SE = .05, p < .001, was also significant.  

Furthermore, mediation tests examining possible indirect mechanisms revealed that 

when boys consumed sexualizing television or pornographic sites more often, their 

internalization of appearance ideals increased, which was, in turn, related to higher levels of 

self-objectification (television .02 = .16 * .15, z = 2.66, p < .005, pornographic sites .03 =.18 * 

.15, z = 3.21, p < .005) and body surveillance (television .08 = .16 * .49, z = 3.29, p < .001, 

pornographic sites .09 =.18 * .49, z = 4.53, p < .001). An indirect relationship with body 

surveillance was further found when examining self-objectification as a mediator: higher 

consumption of  pornographic sites was related to an increase in self-objectification, and this 

increase was associated with higher levels of body surveillance (.03 = .15 *.20, z = 3.43, p < 

.001).   

 

Discussion 

Researchers have recently requested to examine self-objectification among male media 

users (Choma et al., 2010; Knauss et al., 2008; Moradi, 2010), to increase scholarly 

knowledge about adolescent boys’ body image (Markey, 2010) and to be sensitive to 

differences in sexualization across media contents (e.g., Aubrey & Frisby, 2011). In an 

attempt to address these requests, the proposed pathways between exposure to sexualizing 

media, the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification and body surveillance 
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were examined in a large sample of adolescent boys. In general, this study not only provided 

the first empirical evidence that the objectification model recently proposed by Moradi and 

Huang (2008) in relation to sexualizing media exposure may explain sexualization 

experiences among boys (Moradi & Huang, 2008), but also extended how different media-

induced sexualization experiences work among boys.  

The multifaceted process of self-objectification. The findings of the present study 

suggest that the multidimensional model of self-objectification (Moradi, 2010) is an 

empirically valuable explanatory model for boys’ body image. Among a representative 

sample of adolescent boys, the cognitive processes of the internalization of appearance ideals 

and self-objectification were found to be closely related to each other and both triggered the 

behavioral tendency to monitor one’s own appearance. Thus, in contrast to prior research 

conceptualizing boys’ self-objectification as a singular process, i.e., body surveillance 

(Aubrey, 2006), our study suggests that self-objectification not only encompasses body 

surveillance, but also the internalization of appearance ideals and the adoption of an 

observer’s perspective toward one’s own body.  

Moreover, the present study showed that boys‘ exposure to sexualizing primetime 

television and pornographic websites enhanced the direct and indirect relationships between 

the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification and body surveillance. Within the 

multifaceted process of self-objectification triggered by exposure to these media contents, we 

notice, first, that the internalization of appearance ideals is an important explanatory 

mechanism. In accordance with hypothesis 1, consumption of sexualizing television shows 

and pornographic websites was directly related to the internalization of appearance ideals. The 

internalization of appearance ideals increased, in turn, body surveillance and self-

objectification. The findings thus indicated that the internalization of appearance ideals is an 

important concept for explaining how adolescent boys perceive themselves and monitor their 

appearances, and strongly relate to Moradi’s suggestion (2010, p.143) that the role of the 

internalization of appearance ideals needs to be reemphasized in objectification literature. 

Moreover, the crucial role of the internalization of appearance ideals in the multifaceted 

process of self-objectification is in line with the reported prevalence of sexualizing 

appearance ideals in media content (e.g., Ricardelli et al., 2007; Vandenbosch et al., 2013). 

Our findings underscore that if the current prevalence of sexualizing male bodies in both 

traditional and new media persists (Pope et al., 2000; Ricardelli et al., 2007), male media 

users may become equally at risk for sexualization as female media users.  
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Furthermore, our study was the first study to examine self-objectification among 

adolescent boys. The findings showed that self-objectification was only increased directly by 

exposure to sexualizing websites, suggesting that sexually explicit media content is the only 

media content directly triggering an observer’s perspective toward one’s own body. This 

finding is in contrast with objectification theory’s expectation that exposure to messages 

promoting appearance as the main criterion to evaluate a person increases the tendency to 

evaluate one’s own body with an observers’ perspective (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). 

Apparently, dialogues discussing boys’ appearance, music videos showing good looking boys 

in sexual contexts and articles giving advice on how to improve one’s appearance to gain 

social status do not directly trigger self-objectification (Ricardelli et al., 2007; Vandenbosch 

et al., 2013). A direct effect did emerge, however, for online pornography. Pornographic 

media content is the only media content that (almost) continuously explicitly shows 

sexualized body parts, such as a (muscular) chest and genitals (Stulhofer, Busko, & Landripet, 

2010). These body parts have traditionally been perceived as an important aspect of male 

pride. For instance, male stereotypes ascribe more sexual pleasure and a higher status to 

(muscular) men with a large penis size (McKee, 2004; Stulhofer et al., 2010). Possibly, the 

pervasive focus on sexualized body parts may make young developing boys more conscious 

about the sexual (un-)attractiveness of their own body, implying an increased tendency to 

evaluate their body through the eyes of an observer.  

Furthermore, both music videos and men’s magazines did not significantly relate to 

the multidimensional process of self-objectification. These findings stand in contrast to the 

results of content analyses and underscore the importance of examining media contents 

separately. A tentative explanation for these insignificant relationships may be that the 

variance in the self-objectification components explained by music television and men’s 

magazines have already been captured by the other media variables. Body ideals are also 

extensively promoted in the more sexually explicit pornographic websites. Additionally due 

to the popularity of primetime television (Schooler et al., 2009), this factor may overrule the 

impact of less frequently used media, such as men’s magazines.  

Regardless of the suggested explanations on the reported media relations, our findings 

in sum suggest that boys who are in the middle of or just finished transitioning to an adult 

male body learn to value a muscular, sun tanned, spotless and ultimately handsome 

appearance as an important, if not ultimate, goal through watching their favorite primetime 

television shows and visiting highly sexually arousing websites. The latter media content also 

directly supports boys to view their body as a sexually objectified instrument. Indirectly, 
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through the internalization mechanism, primetime television will have a similar impact on 

them and increase their levels of self-objectification. Together, the learning of appearance 

ideals and self-objectification will support behavioral actions among boys that imply a regular 

“checking” of themselves to ensure that their objectified body still complies with the 

internalized appearance ideals.  

Sexualization from a male gender perspective. The reported relation between the 

multifaceted process of self-objectification and exposure to sexualizing primetime television 

and pornographic websites may have some important implications for boys’ psychological 

well-being because the self-objectification process has been linked with several mental health 

risks, such as body dissatisfaction (Knauss et al., 2008) and drive for muscularity (Daniel & 

Bridges, 2010), and with appearance modification behaviors, such as disordered eating 

(Strelan & Hargreaves, 2005) and consuming commercial commodities promising increased 

attractiveness (Olivardia et al., 2004).  

Just as the sexualization of girls is perceived as a risky cultural practice (APA, 2007), 

the current study together with a rising body of research suggest the sexualization of boys 

may also be an increasing, potentially harmful problem (e.g., Olivardia et al., 2004). During 

adolescence, secondary sex characteristics emerge together with romantic feelings, making 

adolescents for the first time conscious about their appearance and their sexual attractiveness 

(Lindberg et al., 2007). Our study indicates that boys may evaluate their own appearance 

based on appearance ideals promoted in popular media contents. Moreover, the findings from 

this study also relate to the notion of hegemonic masculinity, denoting that boys not only are 

expected to be physically attractive, but also self-assured, rational and mentally strong 

(Conell, 1987; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Donaldson, 1993; Rohlinger, 2002), thus 

perhaps exacerbating the consequences of appearance pressure. More specifically, traditional 

gender socialization agents, such as media, highlight the importance of appearance for men 

(Ricciardelli et al., 2010), while at the same time also expecting men to look beautiful without 

“trying”, as they have “more important” things to do (Donaldson, 1993). This is especially 

true for a broad range of appearance modification behaviors, such as shopping, going to the 

hairdresser or shaving body parts, which are typically framed as girl activities (Donaldson, 

1993; APA, 2007). The pressure is there, but yield to the pressure is not accepted, which 

makes the situation particularly challenging. This relates to Connell and Messerschmidt’s 

(2005, p.851) call for “a more sophisticated treatment of embodiment in hegemonic 

masculinity.” The notion of hegemonic masculinity further implies that men can show 
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emotional concerns when it relates to achievement, but not to personal situations, such as 

dissatisfaction about one’s appearance (Kelly & Hutson-Comeaux, 1999). 

It is in this specific gender-stereotyped context that the multifaceted process of self-

objectification (triggered by sexualizing media) occurs. Our study showed that exposure to 

sexualizing media may increase self-objectification and body surveillance among boys. The 

increase in self-objectification and body surveillance is likely to be triggered by the same 

media which also do not promote or accept boys talking about feelings, as this can be seen as 

“mental weakness” (Donaldson, 1993). Thus, as a result of media induced appearance 

pressures a boy may increasingly monitor his own body and become dissatisfied with his 

appearance, without having the opportunity to share these feelings with his parents or friends, 

because the same media have taught him that talking about emotions is “taboo” (Donaldson, 

1993; Kelly & Hutson-Comeaux, 1999). This seems to be different for girls. Being concerned 

about one’s body is promoted by media for girls, thus reducing the barrier to talk about their 

body worries (APA, 2007). Therefore, research on the sexualization of boys faces other (and 

perhaps even additional) challenges. It may not only be socially undesirable for boys to admit 

body dissatisfaction in questionnaires, they may also experience difficulties in expressing 

themselves about their feelings on appearance or in admitting how important appearance may 

be in their personal life. Possibly, this may even be a partial explanation for the increased 

level of body dissatisfaction that is reported among girls as compared to boys (e.g., Cusumano 

& Thompson, 2001) and imply that the current study underestimates the influence of 

sexualizing media exposure. Future research is therefore advised to take in account the 

“macho” culture in which the sexualization of boys occurs and may consider using a 

qualitative approach as the interviewer can especially try to create an open stimulating context 

for examining how sexualization is perceived by boys (e.g., Brennan et al., 2012). Moreover, 

new issues may emerge by applying a qualitative approach as research on sexualization 

among boys has predominantly been quantitative and this limits our current research 

knowledge (Moradi & Huang, 2008). 

Finally, our findings may be especially relevant for adolescent boys who identify 

themselves as gay. Media targeted at the homosexual community have been suggested to have 

even more pronounced forms of sexualization implying that the multifaceted process of self-

objectification may be triggered even more intense among this particular group of media users 

(Duggan & Mccreary, 2004). Moreover, these relationships may be intensified by prior 

negative experiences with their sexual orientation stimulating the perception that they need to 

“prove” their masculinity, possibly by showing their “male” body (Duggan & Mccreary, 
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2004; Pope et al., 2000). Additionally, the race of gay men may also intensify the 

relationships between using sexualizing media and self-objectification, as especially gay men 

of non-Caucasian origins have been shown to struggle with the predominant white male 

appearance ideal (Brennan et al., 2012).  

Limitations. The findings of this study are limited in some respects. On the whole, 

this study was restricted by its cross-sectional design. Future experiments or longitudinal 

studies should explore the temporal or causal order of the proposed relationships. In addition, 

more research is needed to explore the external validity of self-objectification and the 

internalization of appearance ideals and how their operationalization can be improved. A first 

attempt to adapt the measure of self-objectification was undertaken in the present study, 

showing, first, that muscular strength is considered as an appearance based-attribute by boys, 

and second, that physical coordination is neither considered as an appearance nor a 

competence based-attribute by boys. Future research may explore whether other important 

characteristics of men’s appearance need to be included in this measure. Similarly, future 

research can test how the internalization subscale could be extended or modified to increase 

its external validity among (male) adolescents. Future studies are also necessary to test 

whether the proposed relationships hold when controlling for other relevant variables, such as 

BMI (Moradi & Huang, 2008), or are moderated by developmental factors, such as pubertal 

timing (Lindberg et al., 2007). Finally, this study was conducted in the context of a Western 

European country, Belgium. Although the results were consistent with American research 

(Moradi & Huang, 2008), we cannot preclude this context from affecting our findings. 

However, the study’s findings may have considerable relevance for research conducted in 

other Western and Northern European countries and in the US, especially because scholars 

have stressed similarities in exposure to media content (e.g., Vandenbosch et al., 2013) and 

sexual objectification processes (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) among Western (Caucasian) 

men. 
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Chapter 6. The Role of Television in Adolescents’ Sexual Attitudes: Exploring the 

Explanatory Value of the Three-Step Self-Objectification Process
10

 

 

Abstract 

Based on multidisciplinary literature, the current longitudinal study of adolescent boys and 

girls (N = 1,041) tested an integrative model to explore whether the multidimensional process 

of self-objectification acts as an explanatory mechanism for the well-documented influence of 

sexual television messages on adolescents’ acceptance of the sexual double standard. A 

structural equation model showed that viewing sexualizing sitcoms (time 1) predicted the 

internalization of appearance ideals and self-objectification (time 2). In turn, the 

internalization of appearance ideals positively predicted body surveillance and self-

objectification (all time 2). Self-objectification also predicted body surveillance (all time 2). 

Finally, the internalization of appearance ideals (time 2) positively predicted acceptance of 

the sexual double standard (time 3). The discussion focuses on the implications of these 

findings to explain the relationships among sexualizing media, self-objectification and the 

developing sexuality and body image of adolescents. 

 

Introduction 

During the last decade, scholars have been increasingly concerned with the culture of 

sexualization in contemporary Western society (Moradi & Huang, 2008). The APA Task 

Force on the Sexualization of Girls (2007, p. 1) defines sexualization as evaluating individuals 

based on their sexual appeal or sexual behavior, equating standards of appearance with being 

sexually attractive, sexually objectifying a person and/or inappropriately imposing sexuality 

on individuals. This sexualization is expected to occur both in everyday personal interactions 

and in mass media (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). For instance, sitcoms have repeatedly been 

shown to emphasize the sexual appeal of characters and to value appearance ideals strongly 

(Fouts & Vaughan, 2002; Kim et al., 2007; Ward, 1995). Several studies have reported that 

exposure to such television messages may need to be considered a sexualizing experience for 

the media user (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Chapters 4 and 5).  

Such sexualization is not without risks. The associated problems have been 

extensively described by the often-cited objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) 

                                                           
10

 Based on Vandenbosch, L., & Eggermont, S. (submitted). The role of television in 

adolescents’ sexual attitudes: Exploring the explanatory value of the three-step self-

objectification process. Manuscript submitted for publication. 
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and research based on this theory (APA, 2007; Moradi & Huang, 2008). Sexualizing 

experiences, regardless of whether they occur through media, have been found to trigger the 

internalization of an observer’s perspective on one’s own body, implying that individuals 

primarily value themselves because of their physical self or “body” instead of their 

personality (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). The development of such an objectified self-

concept is believed to emerge in three steps: the internalization of appearance ideals, self-

objectification and body surveillance (Moradi & Huang, 2008; Chapters 4 and 5). In turn, 

these components have been theorized and empirically shown to guide individuals toward 

sexual attitudes and behaviors that conform with their objectified self-concept and thus 

prioritize the body above personality and above the intimate, emotional, personal interaction 

within sexual relationships (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Gillen et al., 2006; Steer & 

Tiggemann, 2008). Consistent with the feminist research tradition on patriarchal gender-

stereotypes (Fromme & Emihovich, 1998; Reiss, 1956), objectification scholars have 

indicated that individuals with a self-objectified self-concept are likely to adhere to traditional 

sexual gender role schemas (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Gillen et al., 2006), because sexual 

gender stereotypes tend to illuminate how the body constitutes one’s sexual role, attributing 

sexual dominance to the male body and sexual submissiveness to the female body. In turn, 

adherence to traditional sexual scripts or the so-called sexual double standard has been shown 

to be harmful for the developing ability of adolescents to engage in authentic, rewarding 

sexual interactions (Sanchez et al., 2012, p.17). 

The current study aims to propose and test an integrative model that summarizes and 

organizes prior research on the relationships among exposure to sexualizing television, the 

three-step process of self-objectification and gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes. This study 

expands prior research on this topic in three ways. A first contribution of the study refers to its 

longitudinal design. Unlike television research on sexual behavior (e.g., Collins et al., 2004), 

the dominant design that has been used to examine relationships between television exposure 

and increased endorsement of gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes is the cross-sectional 

survey (Ward, 2003). Likewise, cross-sectional surveys have primarily been used to explore 

associations between television exposure and internalization, self-objectification and body 

surveillance (Chapters 4 and 5). However, although both lines of research focus on the effects 

of television, studies have rarely applied a longitudinal design to test assumptions regarding 

temporal order (Moradi & Huang, 2008; Ward, 2003). This study aims to address this gap by 

using data from a three-wave panel study. 
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A second contribution is the study’s sample of adolescents. Because of the profound 

changes that teenagers experience, scholars in this field have called for greater attention to the 

effects of sexualization on adolescents (e.g., APA, 2007). The extensive developments in 

adolescents’ body image (Markey, 2010) and sexuality (Ward, 2003), which are in turn 

connected to a variety of intrapersonal and interpersonal changes, have been hypothesized to 

increase adolescent awareness of their appearance and sexuality and thus highlight the need 

for more research on how the sexuality and body image of particularly young people may be 

influenced by exposure to sexualizing television. As a response to the call for more research 

on the body image and sexuality of adolescents, the current study focuses on young people 

between the ages of 12 and 18. 

The final and most important contribution lies in the study’s integration of the 

literature on media, sexuality and objectification in a new explanatory model for the 

relationship between television viewing and sexual attitudes. More specifically, the study 

aims to test a potential explanatory mechanism for the hypothesized relationship between 

television viewing and the endorsement of gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes, as this 

relationship has been supported by empirical evidence (Ward, 2003) but has also been 

challenged with null findings (e.g., Ward & Friedman, 2006). The occurrence of such null 

findings has been attributed to a lack of knowledge on how television may influence users’ 

sexual attitudes (e.g., Ward et al., 2011). Some researchers have considered the theoretical 

basis for explaining such sexual media effects to be too limited (Collins et al., 2004; Ward et 

al., 2011). Sexual effects of television viewing have commonly been explained by wide-

ranging media effect theories, such as cultivation theory and social cognitive theory (e.g., 

Zurbriggen & Morgan, 2006). These theories, which have provided valuable insights on how 

people adopt attitudes and behaviors due to media exposure, have initially been applied, or in 

some cases even developed, to explain the impact of television violence (Eggermont, 2006; 

Ward, 2003). However, when this theoretical framework is used to explain effects of exposure 

to sexual content, it may lack insights in young people’s (sexual) identity. Therefore, just as 

research on television violence has benefitted from criminological knowledge on violence 

(e.g., Custers & Van Den Bulck, 2013), sexual television scholars may turn to research on 

(sexual) identity and body culture to increase their understandings. From this perspective, the 

current study will explore whether objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) and, 

more specifically, the three-step process of internalization, self-objectification and body 

surveillance may offer valuable insights into the effect of television viewing on sexual 

attitudes. Thus, the general aim of this study is to organize multidisciplinary knowledge 
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derived from studies on objectification, traditional sexual scripts and media effects into a 

comprehensive model for understanding the relationship between exposure to sexualizing 

television and adolescents’ endorsement of gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes.  

 

Television Effects on Gender-Stereotypical Sexual Attitudes 

Television content that is popular among adolescents has repeatedly been criticized for 

its high prevalence of sexual messages. For instance, Eyal et al. (2007, p. 328) found sexual 

messages in 94% of the most preferred sitcoms among adolescents. According to the APA 

Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls (2007) and prior content analyses (e.g., Kim et al., 

2007), these messages are likely to be sexualizing. Sexually oriented television content has 

frequently been shown to promote a narrowly defined appearance standard of young, white 

and slim (women) or muscular (men) (Aubrey & Frisby, 2011; Kim et al., 2007; Ward, 1995). 

Conforming to this aesthetic ideal is represented as a condition for romantic and sexual 

success (Aubrey & Frisby, 2011; Kim et al., 2007). Furthermore, research on popular 

television programs (Kim et al., 2007) and music videos (Aubrey & Frisby, 2011) has 

repeatedly reported that the emphasis on (sexual) attractiveness is associated with neglecting 

the personalities of both women and men.  

Those content analyses have also drawn attention to the marked gender-stereotypical 

nature of sexually oriented television (Kim et al., 2007). Traditionally, scholars have 

described those stereotypes by referring to the sexual double standard (e.g., Kim et al., 2007; 

Ward, 2003). The sexual double standard posits that men have sexual independence and are 

unable to say “no” to sex, whereas women are primarily judged on their ability to maintain a 

successful relationship, their sexual attractiveness and the protection of their sexual reputation 

(Fromme & Emihovich, 1998; Reiss, 1956; Ward, 1995). Accordingly, analyses of television 

content have identified that a more sexually permissive, active norm for boys and a more 

passive, sexually protective, appearance-focused norm for girls is rewarded (e.g., Kim et al., 

2007). This stereotypical image has also been shown to be compatible with the specific 

appearance ideals for each gender; the muscularity of male characters alludes to their sexual 

activity and dominance, whereas the thinness of female characters reflects their sexual 

vulnerability and submissiveness (Aubrey &  Frisby, 2011; Kim et al., 2007; Ward, 1995).  

Based on social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001), scholars have predicted that 

television’s rewarding of such appearance focused gender-stereotypical sexual standards may 

teach boys and girls about how they may benefit from adherence to traditional sexual gender 

roles (Ward, 2003). However, despite the consistent findings on the prevalence of the sexual 
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double standard in sexualizing television (e.g., Kim et al., 2007; Ward, 2003), conflicting 

results have been reported on the relationship between exposure to this content and 

endorsement of the sexual double standard. Although cross-sectional research has found 

stronger acceptance among American college student viewers of reality dating programs that 

men are sex driven and that women are sex objects (Ferris et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2008), 

Ward and Friedman (2006) showed that American adolescents’ viewing of music videos and 

prime-time programs did not predict acceptance of such notions. In addition, Zurbriggen and 

Morgan (2006) suggested that overall television viewing and watching reality dating 

programs did not affect acceptance of the sexual double standard.  

Those inconsistencies necessitate a thorough understanding of the processes that could 

explain the (possible) relationship between television use and increased endorsement of the 

sexual double standard. In this study, we specifically test the hypothesis that the three-step 

process of self-objectification functions as an underlying mechanism for the relationship 

between exposure to sexualizing television and acceptance of the sexual double standard 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Gillen et al., 2006; Moradi & Huang, 2008). This hypothesis 

implies that, first, sufficient empirical grounds must exist to provide evidence for a three-step 

process of self-objectification; second, the three-step self-objectification process is partly the 

result of television exposure; and third, this three-step process in turn affects endorsement of 

the sexual double standard.  

 

The Three-Step Process of Self-Objectification 

With respect to the first part of the hypothesis, an objectified self-concept, which is the 

tendency to perceive one’s own body as an object, has been interpreted and conceptualized for 

both women and men as self-objectification, body surveillance, and, most recently, a three-

step process of self-objectification. The latter conceptualization of a three-step process 

integrates prior objectification literature on self-objectification, body surveillance, and the 

internalization of appearance ideals into one multidimensional model (Moradi & Huang, 

2008; Chapters 4 and 5). This particular process begins with the internalization of appearance 

ideals, which is described as the extent to which individuals consider the promoted 

appearance ideals of thin (for women) and muscular (for men) as one’s own appearance ideals 

(Thompson et al., 2003).  

This internalization has been shown to increase self-objectification, which 

encompasses the extent to which individuals consider appearance-oriented body attributes, 

such as sexual appeal, as more important than competence-oriented body attributes, such as 
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health (Noll & Fredrickson, 1998; Chapters 4 and 5). When individuals evaluate their body 

attributes (i.e., self-objectification), they are thus expected to apply the knowledge they have 

learned about appearance ideals (i.e., internalization). 

Both internalization and self-objectification, which are cognitive components of the 

process, have in turn been hypothesized and shown to influence the behavioral component of 

the process, body surveillance, which is described as the habitual monitoring of one’s 

appearance (McKinley & Hyde, 1996; Chapters 4 and 5). In sum, the three-step process holds 

that internalization stimulates self-objectification and that both internalization and self-

objectification increase body surveillance (Moradi & Huang, 2008; Chapters 4 and 5).  

 

Television Effects on the Three-Step Process of Self-Objectification 

With respect to the second part of the hypothesis, objectification theory (Fredrickson 

& Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996) relies on notions from social cognitive theory in 

predicting that boys and girls may develop an objectified self-concept due to exposure to 

popular, but sexualizing media. Content analyses have shown that the cultural practice of 

treating individuals as (sexual) bodies while ignoring their personalities is prevalent in 

popular television content, such as sitcoms (e.g., Kim et al., 2007). Exposure to such 

sexualizing messages may teach boys and girls about the importance of their appearance and 

trigger them to also apply an observer’s perspective toward their own body (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996).  

In line with these theoretical assumptions and the recent conceptualization of an 

objectified self-concept as a three-step process, research has revealed that each component of 

the process is triggered by viewing television. For instance, research has repeatedly suggested 

that adolescents appear to learn about prevailing appearance ideals from the media. 

Tiggemann (2005) found that watching television was associated with the internalization of 

appearance ideals. Furthermore, studies have shown that viewing sexually objectifying 

television content increases self-objectification (Aubrey, 2006) and that this relationship is 

mediated by internalization (Morry & Statska, 2001; Chapters 4 and 5). Lastly, Grabe and 

Hyde’s (2009) study demonstrated a significant relationship between watching music 

television and body surveillance among adolescent girls.  

Two cross-sectional studies have recently examined whether different types of 

sexualizing media are related to the three-step self-objectification process among adolescent 

girls (Chapter 4) and boys (Chapter 5).  
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The study among girls focused on the relationships between music television, 

primetime television programs, fashion magazines, and social networking sites and the 

internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification, and body surveillance. Exposure to 

several types of sexualizing media (e.g., fashion magazines) was found to be directly related 

to the internalization of appearance ideals and self-objectification. Indirect relationships 

between exposure to sexualizing media and self-objectification, and body surveillance 

through the internalization of appearance ideal were also found. The study also showed how 

exposure to sexualizing media may indirectly affect body surveillance through self-

objectification. With regard to the particular medium of sexualizing primetime television, the 

study reported that exposure to this medium was not related to the three-step process when the 

other media were also included in the predictive model. However, when only exposure to 

sexualizing primetime television was used to predict the multidimensional process, it did 

emerge as a significant predictor. In line with these findings, the study among boys found 

similar direct and indirect relationships between exposure to different types of sexualizing 

media and the three-step process of self-objectification. Moreover, primetime television was 

found to significantly predict the process of self-objectification through internalization, even 

when the other media were also included in the predictive model.  

In sum, the latter two studies together with other research (e.g., Aubrey, 2006) support 

the relevance of studying television’s impact on the three-step process of self-objectification. 

However, these relationships have almost never been examined on a longitudinal basis (e.g., 

Chapters 4 and 5). Addressing this research gap is an additional goal of this study.  

 

Effects of the Three-Step Self-Objectification Process on Gender-Stereotypical Sexual 

Attitudes.  

With respect to the third part of the hypothesis, which suggests that the process of self-

objectification affects endorsement of the sexual double standard, objectification theory has 

indicated that it may be valuable to integrate the separate lines of research on sexuality and 

body image in one integrated model (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Gillen et al., 2006). 

Objectification scholars have proposed that the process of self-objectification is likely to 

affect not only body-related outcomes but also other physical domains, such as the sexual 

domain (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Steer & Tiggemann, 2008; Woertman & Van den 

Brink, 2010). Gillen et al. (2006, p. 234) stated that “[b]ody image and sexuality, both 

physically oriented domains of the self, are likely linked, but few studies have examined their 

associations.” Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) remarked that “the body” has largely been 
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disregarded in discussions on sexuality. This is one of the reasons why these authors 

developed objectification theory (1997) as a conceptual framework that a variety of 

disciplines can apply to address the role of the body in shaping social meaning and why the 

process of self-objectification has been hypothesized to provide key insights in sexuality-

related problems. Individuals who develop an objectified self-concept may be expected to 

shape their sexual world in line with how they perceive themselves. Such a self-concept may 

further imply that they particularly prefer to manifest and present themselves, but also 

relevant others, as sexual objects (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Sexual attitudes, such as 

recreational sexual attitudes and, of particular relevance for this study, gender-stereotypical 

sexual attitudes, have been demonstrated to strongly reflect a rather objectified, instrumental 

interpretation of sexuality (Ward, 2003). 

The theory on the relationship between an objectified self-concept and acceptance of 

the sexual double standard is corroborated with empirical research relating to each part of the 

three-step process of self-objectification (e.g., Cash et al., 1997; Gillen et al., 2006). First, 

Cash et al.’s (1997) study of female college students reported an association between 

internalization and the increased acceptance of masculine dominance and female submission. 

The study suggested that the internalization of male and female appearance ideals, whereby 

boys and girls consider the promoted appearance ideals as one’s own appearance ideals 

(Thompson et al., 2003) may guide their ideas of how muscular men and thin women should 

act in sexual relationships and cause them to accept a traditional heterosexual script. More 

specifically, boys and girls scoring high on internalization may interpret men's sexual 

dominance as consistent with their muscular bodies and women's sexual submissiveness as 

consistent with their slim bodies. 

Second, the cross-sectional study of Gillen et al. (2006) reported a relationship 

between the level of importance that is attached to one’s own appearance and increased 

acceptance of the sexual double standard among adolescents. This finding strongly relates to 

the second component of the three-step process, self-objectification, or the valuing of one’s 

outward appearance more highly than one’s physical competences (Noll & Fredrickson, 

1998), and suggests that self-objectification may affect an individual’s development of social 

meaning and, more specifically, their perspective on the sexual roles of men and women. The 

tendency to self-objectify may thus become a body-focused approach toward romantic 

heterosexual relationships whereby the body becomes the basis of determining one’s sexual 

role. Such determination of sexual roles can be found in the sexual double standard.  
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Third, Calogero and Thompson (2009) examined how body surveillance or the 

behavioral monitoring of one’s outward appearance (Lindberg et al., 2006), may adversely 

affect the sexuality of female college students. Their study showed negative associations 

between body surveillance and women’s sexual self-esteem and sexual satisfaction. Although 

the relationship between body surveillance and the endorsement of gender-stereotypical 

sexual attitudes has not yet been empirically explored, the theoretical framework on body 

surveillance predicts such a relationship (e.g., Woertman & Van den Brink, 2012): an 

individual’s preoccupancy with his/her own appearance is likely to increase the importance 

that he/she attaches to traditional gender roles that are consistent with the societal ideals of 

appearance.  

In sum, objectification theory together with empirical research has supported that the 

three-step process of self-objectification is associated with conforming to the sexual double 

standard.  

 

Hypothesized Explanatory Model 

If we apply assumptions from the literature on television exposure as a trigger of the 

three-step self-objectification process (e.g., Aubrey, 2006; Chapters 4 and 5) and from 

literature on the three-step process affecting endorsement of the sexual double standard 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Gillen et al., 2006) to research that reports relationships 

between television viewing and adolescent endorsement of the sexual double standard (Ward, 

2003), then an explanatory mechanism for explaining sexual television effects can be 

deducted. More specifically, the literature suggests that exposure to sexualizing television 

increases both the three-step process of self-objectification and the acceptance of the sexual 

double standard (e.g., Aubrey, 2006; Zhang et al., 2008). Furthermore, studies have argued 

that within these television effects, acceptance of the sexual double standard can be explained 

by components of the self-objectification process (Cas et al., 1997; Calogero & Thompson, 

2009; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Gillen et al., 2006). Therefore, we propose that the three-

step process of internalization, self-objectification and body surveillance may be an 

explanatory mechanism for the relationship between exposure to sexualizing television and 

the sexual attitude of adolescents. Figure 1 illustrates our hypotheses: 
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model for the relationships between the use of sexualizing sitcoms, 

internalization, self-objectification, body surveillance, and acceptance of the sexual double 

standard. 

 

 

Our study aims to investigate this multidimensional model by examining one 

particular genre of television content: situation comedies. Sitcoms constitute the most popular 

adolescent television content and have repeatedly been described as a sexualizing television 

genre (Fouts & Vaughan, 2002; Kim et al., 2007; Ward, 1995). Furthermore, the study will 

control for BMI, age and country of origin, as research suggests that these factors may affect 

the hypothesized process (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Moradi & Huang, 2008). Finally, 

research within the fields of sexual media effects and body image requires careful attention to 

possible gender differences. Earlier studies have repeatedly highlighted that television affects 

self-objectification (Moradi & Huang, 2008) and the acceptance of the sexual double standard 

to a greater extent among girls than among boys (Ward, 2003). Therefore, the directions of 

these relationships are expected to be similar, although the magnitude may differ according to 

gender. 

 

  Method 

Sample and Participant Selection  

The data presented in this chapter are part of a larger study called MORES (= Media 

Onderzoek Relaties en Seksualiteit). This study was a three-wave panel study with an interval 

of six months and was conducted with 12- to 18-year-old adolescents. Because of the 

relatively rapid sequence of developmental changes that occur during puberty (Mul, 2004), a 

six month interval was established with the expectation that it would allow a fuller 

understanding of developmental trajectories. Approval for the survey and its procedures was 

granted by the institutional review board of the host university. In March 2010, the first 

quantitative survey was conducted in 12 schools that were selected from those who agreed to 

participate from different parts of Belgium. Different schooling levels and ages were selected. 
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All students who were present at the 12 schools during the researchers’ school visits 

completed paper surveys. The students were informed that the goal of the study was to 

investigate their leisure habits. To increase confidentiality, the researchers ensured that the 

students were unable to discuss or view the answers of their peers. Additionally, anonymity 

was ensured by asking the students to write their identification data on separate forms and by 

guaranteeing that their survey answers would be processed separately from their identification 

data. In September 2010, the second quantitative survey was conducted in the 12 schools that 

had participated in March. Finally, in March 2011, the third quantitative survey was organized 

in the 12 schools. Based on the identification forms from waves 1, 2 and 3, the respondents 

were tracked over time.  

A total of 1,504 students completed the questionnaire at baseline, 1,426 students 

participated in wave 2 and 1,433 students participated in wave 3. A total of 1,041 students 

(589 boys and 452 girls) completed the questionnaires for all waves (69%). The final 

combined sample of all waves consisted of 1,041 students with a mean age of 15.33 years (SD 

= 1.47). The majority of the sample (95%) was born in Belgium; 62.8% of adolescents 

followed a general educational program, which is representative of the overall Belgian school 

population (62.6%; Department of Education, 2011).  

Differences were explored between the adolescents who participated in one wave (N = 

463) and those who participated in all waves (N = 1,041) with regard to all relevant variables 

(all time 1). A χ²-test revealed that the subjects who participated in one wave (69.5%) were 

significantly more likely to be boys than those who completed all of the questionnaires 

(56.6%), χ² (1) = 22.56, p < .001. Other differences were revealed by a MANOVA analysis 

using Pillai’s Trace, V = .03, F(7, 1116) = 4.51, p < .001, ηp² = .03. Separate univariate 

ANOVAs on the outcome variables showed that the adolescents who participated in one wave 

scored higher on the sexual double standard (M = 3.08, SD = .52 vs. M = 3.01 SD = .46), F(1, 

1122) = 7.85, p < .01, ηp² = .01, lower on the internalization of appearance ideals (M = 2.33, 

SD = .84 vs. M = 2.52, SD = .87), F(1, 1122) = 7.49, p < .005, ηp² = .01, and lower on body 

surveillance (M = 2.91, SD = .88 vs. M = 3.11, SD = .85), F(1, 1122) = 12.26, p < .001, ηp² = 

.01, than the adolescents who participated in all waves.  

 

Assessments and Measures 

Control variables. The participants rated their height and weight. By dividing the 

weight of the adolescents by their squared height, their BMI was calculated. In addition, the 

adolescents indicated their country of origin (0 = Belgium, 1= other country) and age.  
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Exposure to sexualizing sitcoms. Using a 5-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) through 

(almost) every week (= 5)), the participants indicated how often they watched each of 15 

sitcoms broadcast during the three weeks prior to data collection. To select the sitcoms that 

were perceived as more sexualizing, college students (9 males and 20 females) were trained to 

address the level of sexualization in media content, which was described as a visual and 

thematic focus on the body and appearance in a sexualized manner (APA, 2007; Aubrey, 

2006; Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997). After the training, the college students were asked to 

answer three questions on a 5-point scale for each sitcom that was included in the adolescent 

survey (Zurbriggen et al., 2011). The questions focused on the frequency and intensity of 

sexualization and the familiarity of the college students with the sitcoms (for further 

description, see Zurbriggen et al., 2011). These ratings were used to weigh the adolescents’ 

frequency ratings of their sitcom viewing. These calculations indicated that the scores of three 

sitcoms were considerably higher than the scores of the other programs: “The Big Bang 

Theory”, “Ugly Betty” and the local program “Wag’s”. To estimate the degree to which the 

respondents were exposed to sexualizing sitcoms, we calculated their mean scores for the 

three selected sexualizing sitcoms.  

Self-objectification. Self-objectification was measured with an adapted version of 

Noll and Fredrickson’s original Self-Objectification Questionnaire (1998). The respondents 

were asked to evaluate the importance of 12 body attributes on a 10-point scale (not at all 

important (= 1) – very important (= 10)). We performed principal component analyses using 

direct oblimin separately for boys and girls to extract one appearance-based factor and one 

competence-based factor. For girls, the appearance-based body attributes were physical 

attractiveness (factor loading = .81), coloring (.56), weight (.73), sex appeal (.78) and 

measurements (.66) (eigenvalue 1.88; explained variance 15.68%;  =.76), and the 

competence-based body attributes were physical coordination (.57), stamina (.80), health 

(.56), physical fitness (.81), physical energy level (.78), muscular strength (.57) and muscle 

tone (.49) (eigenvalue 4.10; explained variance 34.20%;  = .80). For boys, the appearance-

based factor (eigenvalue: 5.00; explained variance: 41.67%;  = .84) included physical 

attractiveness (.85), coloring (.73), weight (.63), sex appeal (.83), measurements (.60), 

muscular strength (.66) and muscle tone (.68), and the competence-based factor (eigenvalue: 

1.64; explained variance: 13.67%;  = .83) included stamina (.83), health (.74), physical 

fitness (.83) and physical energy level (.78). Physical coordination was removed because its 

factor loading was less than .40. The difference between the mean scores of the newly created 
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appearance-based factor and competence-based factor addressed the estimated level of self-

objectification (ranging from -9 to 9). Higher scores on this measure indicate higher levels of 

self-objectification. 

Body surveillance. The questionnaire included the body surveillance subscale from 

the Objectified Body Consciousness Scale for Adolescents (Lindberg et al., 2006), of which 

prior research has demonstrated its validity and reliability (e.g., Grabe & Hyde, 2009; 

Lindberg et al., 2006). On a 5-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) through (almost) always (= 

5)), the respondents evaluated four statements ( = .80): “I often compare how I look with 

how other people look,” “During the day, I think about how I look many times,” “I often 

worry about whether the clothes I am wearing make me look good,” and “I often worry about 

how I look to other people.”  

The internalization of appearance ideals. In the Internalization subscale of the 

Sociocultural Attitudes toward Appearance scale (Thompson et al., 2003), the respondents 

used a 5-point scale ranging from I totally disagree (= 1) to I totally agree (= 5) to evaluate 

nine items, such as “I wish I looked like the models in music videos” and “I try to look like 

the people on TV.” The Internalization subscale has a demonstrated validity and test–retest 

reliability among female college students (Thompson et al., 2003), but research among 

adolescents has suggested that the scale must be adapted to be reliable for younger 

respondents (Knauss et al., 2008). The reliability tests in this study indicated that two items 

(“I compare my body to the bodies of TV and movie stars” and “I compare my appearance to 

the appearance of TV and movie stars”) reduced alpha. Subsequently, these items were 

omitted and a reliable seven-item scale remained ( = .92).  

Acceptance of the sexual double standard. To measure the acceptance of the sexual 

double standard, we composed a scale based on Snell’s Stereotypes about Male Sexuality 

Scale (1998), the Hyperfemininity Scale of Murnen and Byrne (1991) and the Attitudes 

toward Dating and Relationships of Ward and Rivadeneyra (1999) ( = .79). The respondents 

evaluated 15 statements on a 5-point scale ranging from I totally disagree (= 1) to I totally 

agree (= 5). Examples of items were “A boy should decide what happens during sexual 

activities,” “It is important that girls do what boys ask during sexual activities,” “If a girl 

wishes to attract her boyfriend, she is advised to use her appearance or her body” and “Having 

an attractive girlfriend enhances a boy’s reputation.” 
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Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses  

Descriptive statistics for all relevant variables were calculated for the entire sample 

and separately for boys and girls. The results are presented in Table 1. Using Pillai’s Trace, a 

MANOVA analysis revealed that there were significant differences between boys and girls 

with respect to all relevant variables of wave 1, V = .36, F(5, 882) = 99.28, p <. 001, ηp² = 

.36. Separate univariate ANOVAs on the outcome variables showed that girls scored higher 

on viewing sexualizing sitcoms, F(1, 886) = 4.24, p < .05, ηp² = .01, the internalization of 

appearance ideals, F(1, 886) = 72.92, p < .001, ηp² = .08, self-objectification, F(1, 886) = 

254.10, p < .001, ηp² = .22, and body surveillance, F(1, 886) =194.01, p < .001, ηp² = .18. 

Boys scored higher on the acceptance of the sexual double standard, F(1, 886) = 75.44, p < 

.001, ηp² = .08. (all time 1).  

 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for the studied variables.  

 

  Entire sample Girls Boys 

 Min Max M SD M SD M SD 

Sexualizing sitcoms W1 .51 2.53 1.08 .51 1.12 .54 1.05 .48 

Internalization W1 1 5 2.51 .87 2.77 .87 2.30 .81 

Internalization W2 1 5 2.56 .81 2.78 .82 2.38 .75 

Self-objectification W1 -9  9 -.68 1.50 .04 1.44 -1.22 1.30 

Self-objectification W2 -9 9 -.46 1.50 .36 1.40 -1.10 1.24 

Body surveillance W1 1 5 3.09 .84 3.48 .76 2.79 .77 

Body surveillance W2 1 5 3.13 .84 3.51 .74 2.84 .80 

Sexual double standard W1 1 5 3.00 .47 2.86 .39 3.12 .49 

Sexual double standard W2 1 5 3.01 .44 2.87 .37 3.12 .47 

Sexual double standard W3 1 5 2.99 .46 2.85 .38 3.09 .49 
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Zero-order correlations are presented in Table 2 for the entire sample and separately 

for boys and girls. The results revealed longitudinal correlations between sexualizing sitcoms 

(time 1) and the internalization of appearance ideals (time 2), self-objectification (time 2) and 

body surveillance (time 2). However, consistent with prior null findings (e.g., Ward and 

Friedman, 2006), no significant associations were found between sexualizing sitcoms and 

acceptance of the sexual double standard. Consistent with the theoretical assumptions 

regarding the multidimensional process of self-objectification, all components of the process 

were significantly related to one another. The internalization of appearance ideals (time 1, 

time 2) was also found to relate to the endorsement of the sexual double standard (time 1, 

time 2, time 3) over time. Examining the correlation coefficients separately for boys and girls, 

we observe that although the correlation coefficients for girls were larger than those for boys, 

the directions of the correlations were generally similar and consistent with prior 

objectification research (Moradi & Huang, 2008).  
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Table 2.  Zero-order correlations.  

 

 S Sit W1 Int W1 Int W2 SO W1 SO W2 BS W1 BS W2 SDS W1 SDS W2 SDS W3 

S Sit W1 1 All    .10
** 

Boys .09
*
 

Girls .08 

All    .10
** 

Boys .09
*
 

Girls .09 

All     .05
 

Boys -.05 

Girls  .10
*
 

All    .07
* 

Boys .03 

Girls .07 

All    .07
* 

Boys .02 

Girls .10
*
 

All    .10
** 

Boys .03 

Girls .16
**

 

All    .02 
 

Boys .04 

Girls .05 

All    .02 
 

Boys .04 

Girls .05 

All    .01
 

Boys .04 

Girls .03 

Int W1  1 All    .61
*** 

Boys .52
***

 

Girls .65
***

 

All     .37
** 

Boys  .21
***

 

Girls  .38
***

 

All    .33
*** 

Boys .16
***

 

Girls .31
***

 

All    .56
*** 

Boys .49
***

 

Girls .54
***

 

All    .49
***  

Boys .41
***

 

Girls .46
***

 

All    .15
***

 
 

Boys .22
***

 

Girls .30
***

 

All    .11
** 

Boys .15
**

 

Girls .26
***

 

All    .11
***

  
 

Boys .15
**

 

Girls .27
***

 

Int W2   1 All     .31
*** 

Boys  .18
***

 

Girls  .28
***

 

All    .34
*** 

Boys .22
***

 

Girls .29
***

 

All    .45
***

  
 

Boys .35
***

 

Girls .45
***

 

All    .53
***

 
 

Boys .45
***

 

Girls .54
***

 

All    .08
*
 
 

Boys .10
*
  

Girls .24
***

  

All    .17
***

 
 

Boys .21
***

 

Girls .31
***

  

All    .13
***

  
 

Boys .14
**

   

Girls .30
***

   

SO W1    1 All    .71
***

   
 

Boys .58
***

   

Girls .69
***

 

All    .50
*** 

 
 

Boys .34
***

   

Girls .45
**

 

All    .38
***  

Boys .21
***

   

Girls .31
***

 

All   -.02   
 

Boys .11
*
   

Girls .12
*
  

All   -.05 
 

Boys .06   

Girls .11
*
  

All   -.04  
 

Boys .07  

Girls  .09 

SO W2     1 All    .47
*** 

  
 

Boys .27
***

   

Girls .41
**

  

All    .45
***

   
 

Boys .26
***

   

Girls .39
***

  

All   -.03  
 

Boys .07  

Girls .21
***

  

All   -.05    
 

Boys .08   

Girls .15
**

   

All   -.05    
 

Boys .05   

Girls .13
*
   

BS W1      1 All    .71
***  

Boys .62
***

 

Girls .70
***

 

All    .03 
 

Boys .10
*
 

Girls .28
***

 

All   -.00   
 

Boys .07  

Girls .22
***

   

All    .01
 

Boys .11
**

  

Girls .17
**

  

BS W2       1 All    .02  
 

Boys .07   

Girls .25
***

 

All    .05
 

Boys .09
*
  

Girls .31
***

  

All    .04
 

Boys .10
*
   

Girls .27
***

 

SDS W1        1 All    .64
***

     
 

Boys .60
**

   

Girls .64
***

  

All    .53
*** 

Boys .46
***

  

Girls .57
***

 

SDS W2         1 All    .66
***

   
 

Boys .62
***

 

Girls .66
***

 

SDS W3          1 

Note. 
*
p < .05; 

**
p < .01; 

***
p < .001; S Sit = Sexualizing sitcoms, Int = Internalization of appearance ideals, SO = Self-objectification, BS = 

Body surveillance, SDS = Acceptance of the sexual double standard. 
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Testing the Hypothesized Model 

The model in Figure 1 was used to test the hypothesized relationships. The proposed 

model was tested with structural equation modeling (AMOS) using the maximum likelihood 

method. The chi-square-to-degrees-of-freedom ratio (χ²/df), the root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA) and the adjusted goodness-of-fit index  (AGFI) were further used to 

address the fit of the model (Byrne, 2010). Consistent with prior research that used structural 

equation modeling (Baumgartner et al., 2011), our model controlled for the baseline values of 

the country of origin, age and BMI by employing them as predictors for all endogenous 

variables and by allowing covariance with all variables of wave 1. In addition, the prior 

values were also entered as control variables; internalization at wave 1 predicted 

internalization at wave 2, self-objectification at wave 1 predicted self-objectification at wave 

2, body surveillance at wave 1 predicted body surveillance at wave 2, and acceptance of the 

sexual double standard at wave 1/wave 2 predicted acceptance of the sexual double standard 

at wave 2/wave 3. Consistent with prior research on sexual media (Peter & Valkenburg, 

2008), we used item parcels as indicators for the Likert scales that included more than 3 

items. Item parcels are expected to enable the predicting of stable parameters (Bandalos, 

2002) and are less likely to violate the assumptions of multivariate normality underlying the 

applied maximum likelihood estimation procedure (Russell et al., 1998, p. 22). Item parcels 

were constructed based on the rank order results of the factor loadings of each item (i.e., 

principal component analysis) (Russell et al., 1998).  

Before presenting the results of our model, we conducted several preliminary analyses 

to ensure that the model with the most superior fit was reported. Because the measurement of 

self-objectification differed between boys and girls, we chose to apply the following 

procedure. First, we estimated a model that allowed (structural and measurement) residuals to 

vary freely between boys and girls because Byrne (2010) advised that constraining residuals 

to be equal across groups is typically too stringent, especially when different measures may 

be responsible for significant differences in residuals. We refer to this model as the 

constrained model. Second, we compared the fit of the constrained model with the fit of a 

model that allowed the hypothesized relationships to vary between boys and girls. Model 

comparison tests showed that the hypothesized relationships did not significantly differ 

between boys and girls (p > .05). Moreover, when we compared the AIC of the constrained 

model (3811,435) with the AIC of the unconstrained model (3823,095), the results suggested 

that the fit of the constrained model was superior (Byrne, 2010). Therefore, we chose to 

report the results of the constrained model. The unstandardized regression coefficients and 
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standard errors were similar for boys and girls, but small differences were found between the 

standardized regression coefficients because of the allowance of varying error terms.  

The final (constrained) model is presented in Figure 2. For clarity, the measurement 

part and the paths from the control variables have been omitted. This model demonstrated an 

adequate fit with the data and yielded a chi-square value of 3369.44 with 1339 degrees of 

freedom, p < .001, RMSEA = .04, AGFI = .85, χ²/df = 2.52. The model showed that viewing 

sexualizing sitcoms at wave 1 did not significantly predict the acceptance of the sexual 

double standard at wave 3, p > .05.  However, viewing sexualizing sitcoms at wave 1 

significantly predicted the internalization of appearance ideals at wave 2, βgirls = .15, βboys = 

.15, B = .55, SE = .19, p < .005, and self-objectification at wave 2, βgirls = .15, βboys = .14, B = 

.89, SE = .30, p < .005. In turn, the internalization of appearance ideals at wave 2, βgirls = .27, 

βboys = .25, B = .23, SE = .03, p < .001, and self-objectification at wave 2, βgirls = .07, βboys = 

.06, B = .03, SE = .01, p < .05, significantly predicted body surveillance at wave 2. The 

internalization of appearance ideals at wave 2 also predicted self-objectification at wave 2, 

βgirls = .09, βboys = .08, B = .24, SE = .05, p < .005. Furthermore, the internalization of 

appearance ideals at wave 2 significantly predicted the acceptance of the sexual double 

standard at wave 3, βgirls = .08, βboys = .06, B = .03, SE = .01, p < .05. Contrary to our 

expectations, no other significant relationships were found. 

 

Figure 2. Trimmed structural equation model for the relationships between the use of 

sexualizing sitcoms, internalization, self-objectification, body surveillance, and acceptance of 

the sexual double standard.   

 

 

Note. Values reflect standardized coefficients and all paths are significant at p < .05. 
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Furthermore, we calculated indirect effects by multiplying the indirect standardized 

path coefficients (Cohen and Cohen, 1983). Because the results were similar for boys and 

girls when rounded at 2 decimals, we report the indirect effects only once. To test whether the 

indirect effects were different from zero, we applied Sobel’s formula. Mediation tests 

revealed that when the adolescents viewed sexualizing sitcoms more frequently, their 

internalization of appearance ideals increased, and this result was in turn related to higher 

levels of self-objectification (.01; z = 2.18, p < .05), body surveillance (.04; z = 2.83, p < 

.005) and agreement with the sexual double standard (.01; z = 1.66, p = .09). Sobel tests 

confirmed that all mediation effects were significant, although the effect of watching 

sexualized sitcoms on agreement with the sexual double standard through the internalization 

of appearance ideals was only marginally significant. An indirect relationship was further 

explored when examining self-objectification as a mediator: higher levels of internalization 

of appearance ideals increased self-objectification, which was in turn associated with higher 

levels of body surveillance (.01, z = 1.8, p = .06). The Sobel test indicated that this particular 

mediation effect was marginally significant. 

 

Discussion 

Based on the organization of multidisciplinary research and theories (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997; Moradi & Huang, 2008; Sanchez et al., 2012; Ward, 2003), the current 

longitudinal study proposed an integrative model that tested whether the three-step process of 

self-objectification acted as an explanatory mechanism for the influence of sexualizing 

messages on adolescent endorsement of the sexual double standard. Three important 

conclusions can be derived from the study results. First, viewing sexualizing sitcoms 

significantly predicted the three-step process of self-objectification among adolescents over 

time; thus, the results provide empirical support for the television effect perspective that has 

been adopted in prior cross-sectional studies (e.g., Grabe & Hyde, 2009) and the relevance of 

the three-step perspective on self-objectification in television research (e.g., Chapters 4 and 

5). Second, within the three-step process of self-objectification, the internalization of 

appearance ideals was found to play a key role in adolescents’ development of self-

objectification and body surveillance and in their adherence to a traditional heterosexual 

script. These findings underscore the importance of internalization within the objectification 

framework, and suggest it may also be important for explaining the development of sexual 

gender stereotypes (Kim et al., 2007; Sanchez et al., 2012). Third, the results on the three-

step process of self-objectification as an explanatory mechanism for sexual television effects  
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highlight a particular need for additional research to theoretically elaborate on and 

empirically support the value of this mechanism.  

Longitudinal influence of television viewing on the three-step process of self-

objectification. The tested model showed that viewing sexualizing sitcoms (time 1) predicted 

the internalization of appearance ideals and self-objectification (time 2). In turn, the 

internalization of appearance ideals positively predicted body surveillance and self-

objectification (all time 2). Self-objectification also predicted body surveillance (all time 2). 

Thus, the results of this study provide the first longitudinal evidence that sexualizing 

television can influence the developing body image of adolescents by encouraging them to 

internalize narrowly defined appearance ideals and to treat their own bodies as objects. Both 

the internalization of appearance ideals and self-objectification were in turn found to increase 

the preoccupancy of adolescents with monitoring their outward appearance during everyday 

life.  

Scholars have warned of the harmful role that the internalization of appearance ideals, 

self-objectification and body surveillance may play in the development of a wide array of 

(mental) health risks, such as body shame, appearance anxiety, depression, eating disorders 

and sexuality-related problems (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Moradi & Huang, 2008). 

Adolescents gradually develop secondary sex characteristics and become aware that others, 

especially adolescents of the other sex, examine and evaluate their bodies (Markey, 2010). 

Adolescence is also perceived as a critical period for identity formation in which they not 

only develop a new physical identity driven by their sexual maturation but also a sexual 

identity that is encouraged by various sexual socialization agents and sexual maturation 

(Markey, 2010; Ward, 2003). The combination of hormonal, physical and social changes with 

an unstable, highly developing identity may increase the likelihood that self-objectification is 

harmful for this particular developmental group (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997).  

As our study confirms that sexualizing content influences the three-step process of 

self-objectification over time, the need to identify factors that may protect adolescents from 

self-objectification and to develop programs that stimulate such protective factors warrants 

attention. Such research should be conducted among both adolescent girls and boys, as our 

study indicated that the adverse influence of sexualizing television is found for both girls and 

boys. This finding is consistent with the increasing body of literature showing that a 

substantial number of young men are preoccupied with their appearance and that Western 

society generally appears to highly value male appearance standards (e.g., Aubrey, 2006; 

Chapter 5).  
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Longitudinal influence of the three-step process of self-objectification on the 

acceptance of the sexual double standard. The structural equation model showed that the 

internalization of appearance ideals (time 2) positively predicted acceptance of the sexual 

double standard (time 3). However, neither self-objectification nor body surveillance were 

related to the acceptance of the sexual double standard over time. These findings contrast 

with the importance that objectification scholars attribute to self-objectification and body 

surveillance for explaining adherence to sexual attitudes that are consistent with how they 

perceive themselves (e.g., Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997; Gillen et al., 2006). However, the 

results do suggest that the internalization of appearance ideals plays a role in shaping one’s 

perceptions about the male and female sexual role.  

These results might be explained by considering the extent to which internalization, 

self-objectification and body surveillance are self-oriented or other-oriented (Lindberg et al., 

2006; Noll & Fredrickson, 1998; Thompson et al., 2003). Self-objectification and body 

surveillance emphasize a perspective that is oriented toward an individual’s own body 

(Lindberg et al., 2006; Noll & Fredrickson, 1998), whereas internalization, which refers to 

learning about societal standards of appearance and thus about other individuals’ bodies, is 

initially focused on others (Thompson et al., 2003). The lack of focus on the appearances of 

other individuals in both the concepts of self-objectification and body surveillance (Lindberg 

et al., 2006; Noll & Fredrickson, 1998) may explain why these components did not affect the 

adolescents’ adherence to generalized gender-stereotypical sexual roles.  

Therefore, the concepts of self-objectification and body surveillance may be 

especially relevant in explaining the sexual attitudes and behaviors of individuals concerning 

their own body and sexuality (e.g., Calogero & Thompson, 2009) but may be less important 

for adolescents in their development of social meanings surrounding the sexuality of other 

individuals, such as the socially preferred roles of men and women. This explanation does 

imply that an effect of self-objectification and body surveillance can be found in adolescents’ 

gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes regarding their own role in relationships: girls scoring 

high on self-objectification and body surveillance may prefer to act more sexually submissive 

in a heterosexual relationship, whereas boys scoring high on self-objectification and body 

surveillance may have a greater tendency to adhere to the role of being sexually dominant. 

Future research is needed to explore this explanation.  

Furthermore, it is also possible that the factors of self-objectification and body 

surveillance do influence adolescent perspectives on the sexual roles of (other) men and 

women but that the interval period of only six months was not sufficient to capture this effect. 
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Self-objectification and body surveillance may initially affect adolescent attitudes regarding 

their own personal sexuality and only later begin organizing and shaping their general views 

of sexuality. Longitudinal research using longer time spans is needed to test this explanation. 

Explanatory value of the three-step process of self-objectification for explaining 

sexual television effects among adolescents. The current study was one of the first attempts 

to organize multidisciplinary knowledge that is derived from research on objectification, 

traditional sexual scripts and television effects into a comprehensive theoretical framework 

for explaining sexual television effects among adolescents. The results of this study of 

sitcoms and adolescent acceptance of the sexual double standard give some support for the 

newly proposed explanatory mechanism, but these findings certainly do not provide 

conclusive answers. The results showed that sitcoms may trigger the three-step process of 

self-objectification, and that the component of internalization of the three-step process may 

increase acceptance of the sexual double standard. However, in line with other sexual media 

studies that tested explanatory mechanisms (e.g., Martino et al., 2005), we found that the 

proposed mechanism only marginally significantly mediated the relationship between 

television viewing and the sexual double standard. Moreover, our zero-order-correlation 

between the use of sitcoms and the sexual double standard appeared to be also non-

significant. Prior media research on the sexual double standard has also reported insignificant 

results (e.g., Ward & Friedman, 2006; Zurbriggen & Morgan, 2006).  

Nonetheless, we suggest that future researchers test the explanatory value of the three-

step process in explaining sexual media effects before rejecting the possibility. The current 

study tested the explanatory value of the three-step process only in its ability to explain the 

increased endorsement of the sexual double standard as a result of exposure to sexual media. 

However, a review of research on the acceptance of the sexual double standard has indicated 

that this standard is often influenced by “situational and interpersonal factors (e.g., the 

target's age, level of relationship commitment and number of partners)” that may lead 

scholars to erroneously conclude the standard has not been endorsed (Crawford & Popp, 

2003, p. 13).  

The sexual double standard has also been debated from a feministic perspective that 

has drawn attention to “new” gender stereotypes in which girls are expected to be “sexually 

empowered” (Gill, 2012). This literature highlights the ambiguity that is inherently related to 

the concept of the sexual double standard and the need for further research to address the 

value of this concept in the contemporary sexualized culture. A new means of addressing 

gender-stereotypical sexual roles for men and women may also offer valuable insights into 
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the inconsistent results that have been reported with respect to the effects of sexual media in 

relation to this subject (e.g., Ward & Friedman, 2006; Zurbriggen & Morgan, 2006).  

However, this particular inconsistency was one of the reasons that we chose to study 

the concept of the sexual double standard. Research on sexual television effects among 

adolescents has reported findings on a wide range of sexual attitudes, such as acceptance of 

sexual aggression toward women and endorsement of rape myths (Ward, 2003), recreational 

sexual attitudes (e.g., Ferris et al., 2007) and expectations and attributions concerning sexual 

and romantic relationships (e.g., Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999). All of these sexual attitudes are 

theoretically (strongly) related to the three-step process of self-objectification (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997); thus, it may be valuable for future research to explore the role of this process 

in triggering these sexual media effects. Apart from sexual attitudes, sexual media research 

has shown that media use may trigger the initiation of sexual intercourse and lead to more 

advanced sexual experiences (e.g., Collins et al., 2004). Although these “personal” sexual 

behaviors are likely to be guided by a body-focused perspective (Sanchez et al., 2012), no 

research has thus far addressed these relationships; therefore, further research is warranted.  

Our study was strengthened by its longitudinal design but limited by the fact that 463 

adolescents who participated in wave 1 did not participate in all waves. More importantly, 

those who dropped out of the study were more likely to score higher on the sexual double 

standard. Therefore, this study may be underestimating the influence of the self-

objectification process and sexualizing sitcoms on the sexual double standard, and future 

research may be necessary to explore this influence in greater detail. 

In sum, this longitudinal study proposed and tested an integrative model of 

sexualizing television use, the three-step process of self-objectification and the sexual 

attitudes of adolescents. In this study, viewing sexualizing sitcoms positively predicted the 

three-step process of self-objectification, and the internalization of appearance ideals 

positively predicted acceptance of the sexual double standard. This study calls for further 

research on the relationships among sexualizing media use, the three-step process of self-

objectification and the developing sexuality of adolescents and, more generally, for the 

integration of research lines that investigate the effect of media on body-related outcomes and 

the effect of media on sexual outcomes. 
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Chapter 7. The Role of Magazines in Adolescents’ Sexual Behaviors: Exploring the 

Explanatory Value of the Three-Step Self-Objectification Process
11

 

 

Abstract 

The current longitudinal study (N = 730) explored whether the three-step process of self-

objectification could explain the influence of sexual media messages on adolescents’ sexual 

behaviors. A structural equation model revealed that reading sexualizing magazines (time 1) 

predicted the internalization of appearance ideals and self-objectification (time 2). In turn, 

the internalization of appearance ideals positively predicted body surveillance and self-

objectification (all at time 2). Self-objectification also predicted body surveillance (all at time 

2). Lastly, body surveillance (time 2) positively predicted the initiation of French kissing 

(time 3), whereas self-objectification (time 2) positively predicted the initiation of sexual 

intercourse (time 3). No significant relationship was observed for intimate touching. The 

discussion focuses on the explanatory role of self-objectification in media effects on 

adolescents’ sexual behaviors. 

 

Introduction 

The initiation, exploration and enjoyment of sexual behaviors is a critical and 

normative aspect of adolescent development (Tolman & McClelland, 2011). The average age 

at which American and Western-European adolescents initiate sexual intercourse is between 

17 and 18 years (Avery & Lazdane, 2008; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2006). 

The significant progress in the acquisition of sexual experiences between the ages of 12 and 

18 is a component of an adolescent’s developing sexual identity, which is determinative for 

his or her current and future involvement in healthy and emotionally satisfying sexual 

relationships (Tolman & McClelland, 2011). Scholars engaged in research on body image 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) and effects of the media (Ward, 2003) have raised concerns 

regarding how this developing sexuality may be adversely affected. The authors refer to 

associations between the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification or body 

surveillance and high-risk sexual activities, such as the early involvement in sexual 

intercourse and decreased use of condoms (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Impett, Schooler, & 

Tolman, 2006; Pearson, Kholodkov, Henson, & Impett, 2012). The authors also refer to 
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 Based on Vandenbosch, L., & Eggermont, S. (Provisionally accepted for publication). The 

role of media in adolescents’ sexual behaviors: Exploring the explanatory value of the 

three-step self-objectification process.  Archives of Sexual Behavior.  



 
 

192 
 

associations between exposure to (sexual) media content and earlier involvement in or higher 

levels of sexual (risk) behavior (Ward, 2003).  

Recently, research into body image and sexual media effects has been connected by 

evidence indicating that the exposure to sexual media triggers a so-called three-step process 

of self-objectification (e.g., Chapters 4, 5 and 6), in which sexual media affect each 

component of this process, i.e., the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification 

and body surveillance, through a set of direct and indirect relationships. In the current study, 

we aim to advance this line of inquiry by examining whether the relationship between media 

exposure and the multidimensional process of self-objectification can explain the reported 

effect of media use on sexual behavior. The present study aims to robustly test this question 

by using three-wave panel data that were collected from 730 adolescents.  

This study responds to a call for more longitudinal studies to theoretically test the 

proposed mechanisms of the effects of sexual media (Martino, Collins, Kanouse, Elliot, & 

Bery, 2005) and focuses on developmentally high-risk group of adolescents rather than 

college students (Eggermont, 2006). Furthermore, consistent with our focus on adolescents, 

the study specifically aims to research the relationship between media exposure and the 

initiation of French kissing, intimate touching and sexual intercourse. This aim relates to the 

current scholarly interest in other sexual behaviors than the initiation of sexual intercourse 

and thus acknowledges that sexual behavior is more diverse than the prior literature’s 

exclusive focus on the initiation of sexual intercourse (Impett et al., 2006; Tolman & 

McClelland, 2011). Lastly, the study’s primary contribution relates to organizing knowledge 

from various disciplines of psychology, communication sciences, cultural studies, sociology 

and sexual science (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Moradi & Huang, 2008; Pearson et al., 

2012; Ward, 2003) into a comprehensive model to increase scholarly knowledge on the 

manner in which media may affect adolescents’ developing sexuality. Understanding these 

mechanisms is fundamental for future theory building and, from a more practical perspective, 

the identification of factors that may advance healthy sexual development.  

 

The Effects of Media on Adolescents’ Sexual Behaviors  

The relationship between media and adolescent sexual behavior has been the subject 

of considerable scholarly inquiry. This research interest has been partially fueled by 

adolescents’ regular, if not daily, consumption of sexual media content (Ward, 2003). For 

instance, one study reported that 70% of the 20 most popular adolescent television programs 

feature sexual messages (Kunkel et al., 2007), and 33% of the primetime programs in 2002 
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depicted sexual behaviors. Of these, 20% referred to precursory behaviors, such as French 

kissing and intimate touching, and 12% to sexual intercourse (Farrar et al., 2003). The 

significant presence of sexual media in adolescents’ lives has been explained by the central 

position of sexual processes in adolescent development. Adolescents become more aware of 

their own sexuality via a set of essential biological, cognitive and social changes (Tolman & 

McClealand, 2011). This sexual identity process may increase their curiosity and enjoyment 

of sexual media content (Brown et al., 2005). As this particular developmental group is 

limited in terms of both their sexual experience and cognitive skills, they are expected to be 

more receptive toward sexual media’s promoted ideas, beliefs and values and shared cultural 

symbols, meanings and codes of conduct (Ward, 2003).  

However, the “sexual super peer” role that adolescents ascribe to sexual media 

content is in contrast to scholars’ qualification of media as a potentially harmful sexual 

socialization agent (Brown et al., 2005; Brown & L’Engle, 2009). Various content analyses 

have described the context in which sexual behaviors occur as recreational, uncommitted, 

explorative and gender-stereotypical with a strong (sexualizing) emphasis on the physical 

attractiveness of sexually involved characters (APA, 2007; Aubrey & Frisby, 2011; Ward, 

1995). For instance, studies have suggested that objectifying idealized female and male 

bodies in sexual messages is prevalent in men’s magazines, pornographic magazines, fashion 

magazines, prime-time television programs and music videos, whereas attention to the risks 

and responsibilities of sexual activities is largely absent (Attwood, 2006; Aubrey & Frisby, 

2011; Farrar et al., 2003; Kim et al., 2007; Vandenbosch, Vervloessem, & Eggermont, 2013).  

The biased nature and frequency of sexual activities in popular media warrant the 

media’s possible contribution to precocious (non)coital sexual behavior (Ward, 2003), which, 

in turn, has been related to adversarial physical and mental health consequences, such as 

teenage pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases, and lower relationship quality (Davis & 

Lay-Yee, 1999; Dickson et al., 1998; Kotchick, Shaffer, Miller, & Forehanda, 2001; 

O’Donnell et al., 2001). Overall, media studies have supported the effect of sexual media 

content on sexual behavior across different types of media and among both adolescent boys 

and girls. Cross-sectional studies observed that the consumption of sexual media, such as 

movies, music videos and magazines, predicted increased engagement in more advanced 

sexual behaviors (e.g., L’Engle, Brown, & Kenneavy, 2006; Pardun, L’Engle, & Brown, 

2005). Consistent with these results, longitudinal research has reported that exposure to 

sexual television content (Collins et al., 2004) and sexually explicit media (Brown & 

L’Engle, 2009) predicts an earlier initiation of sexual intercourse and non-coital sexual 
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activities during the subsequent year. Another study among 1,017 adolescents reported that 

exposure to sexual content in music videos, movies, television, and magazines accelerated 

white adolescents’ acquisition of non-coital and coital sexual experiences (Brown, L’Engle, 

Pardun, Guo, Kenneavy, & Jackson, 2006). Studies have also demonstrated that watching 

sexual television content increased the risk of a sexually transmitted disease one year later 

(Wingood et al., 2003) and teenage pregnancy three years later (Chandra et al., 2008). 

This consistent support for the influence of sexual media on adolescents’ earlier or 

more frequent involvement in (risky) sexual behaviors emphasizes the importance of 

understanding how and why these sexual media effects occur. These effects have traditionally 

been explained by referring to cultivation theory and social cognitive theory (e.g., Brown & 

L’Engle, 2009). Although these theories provide valuable explanations for the sexual media 

effect under scrutiny, research has seldom subjected the proposed mediators or explanatory 

processes to a robust empirical test. To our knowledge, only three longitudinal studies of 

sexual behavior have empirically examined the underlying processes. One study among 1,292 

adolescents reported that the psychological mechanisms of self-efficacy perceptions 

regarding safe sex, perceptions regarding peers’ sexual activities and outcome expectancies 

mediated long-term relationships between sexual television viewing and sexual behaviors 

(Martino et al., 2005). The second study observed that cognitive susceptibility to sexual 

intercourse mediated the associations between sexually explicit media use and sexual 

intercourse two years later (L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). The third study reported that sexual 

media exposure triggered a perceived normative pressure to have sex, which in turn predicted 

the intention to have sex and increased adolescents’ likelihood to have had sexual intercourse 

one year later (Bleakly et al., 2011). Therefore, all of these studies provided initial empirical 

evidence for mechanisms based on the tenets of social cognitive theory, although these 

studies were limited by their application of a two-wave study design to test a three-step 

process (Martino et al., 2005). Moreover, scholars, such as Collins et al. (2004), have 

remarked that the current framework is insufficiently comprehensive to explain the observed 

effects of sexual media. Nevertheless, successful efforts have been conducted during the 

previous decade to extend or develop more specific theories, such as Ward’s model of the 

media’s contribution to sexual socialization (2003) and the heterosexual script theory (Kim et 

al., 2007). However, none of the traditional or more recent theories have addressed the 

potentially important role of the “body”, which occupies a central place in both sexual media 

content and sexual behavior. Following the current line of theoretical extension (e.g., Kim et 

al., 2007) and initial efforts to systematically investigate theoretical mechanisms (e.g., 
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Martino et al., 2005), the present study aims to propose and empirically test whether the 

three-step process of self-objectification may explain how media affect the sexual conduct of 

adolescents. 

 

The Self-Objectification Process, Media and Adolescents’ Sexual Behavior  

In response to a wide range of disparate feminist and psychological studies (e.g., 

Bartky, 1990; Blazer, Kessler, McGonagle, & Swartz, 1994), Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) 

and McKinley and Hyde (1996) proposed the objectification and the objectified body 

consciousness theories, respectively, more than a decade ago. Both theories, though 

independently developed, created the basis for an entirely new field of research that was 

centered on the cultural practice of treating individuals as (sexual) bodies while ignoring their 

personalities. This practice is referred to as “sexually objectifying” (Fredrickson & Roberts, 

1997), or “sexualizing” (APA, 2007) in more recent literature, and is expected to trigger self-

objectification. Self-objectification is the tendency to objectify one’s own body and has been 

considered to be an important factor in health consequences, such as depression, eating 

disorders and sexual dysfunction, all of which disproportionally affect Western societies 

(Calogero, Tantleff-Dunn, & Thompson, 2011; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & 

Hyde, 1996). The practice of sexualization may be encountered in interpersonal or social 

interactions, such as situations in which individuals gaze at someone’s body, and during 

media exposure, such as the exposure to media characters who are presented as decorative 

objects in advertisements or music videos. Although objectification theory was originally 

proposed to explain the consequences of the sexualizing experiences of women, scholars 

recently have successfully applied the tenets of the theory to men (Moradi & Huang, 2008). 

The ample body of research that has emerged from this theoretical framework is 

complex, in part because objectification or sexualization is a complex phenomenon and in 

part because the concept of objectification relates to different areas of research. Each of these 

research areas contributes to a better understanding of sexualization but leads to dissimilar 

interpretations of the nature of the process (Calogero et al., 2011; Moradi & Huang, 2008). 

To explain the relationship between media use and sexual behavior, we will focus on how the 

objectification framework has addressed self-objectification, sexualizing media exposure and 

sexual behavior.  

Throughout the relevant literature, objectification of the body has been interpreted as 

self-objectification, body surveillance or a three-step process of self-objectification. Self-

objectification has been described by Noll and Fredrickson (1998) as an individual’s 
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evaluation of the relative importance of body attributes, whereby observable, appearance-

based attributes are considered to be more important than unobservable, competence-based 

attributes. Alternatively, other scholars followed the tenets of the objectified body 

consciousness theory and addressed “self-objectification” as body surveillance, referring to a 

continuous monitoring of one’s own appearance (Aubrey, 2006; McKinley & Hyde, 1996). 

Recently, Moradi and Huang (2008) proposed to combine both types of body objectification 

and added the internalization of appearance ideals as a new component of the process of self-

objectification. This internalization refers to the extent to which an individual considers the 

societal norms of size and appearance to be appropriate standards for his or her own size and 

appearance (Thompson & Stice, 2001). Roberts (2012), who is one of the original founders of 

objectification theory, has recently acknowledged this innovative, multidimensional approach 

of addressing self-objectification and stresses the necessity for future research to include all 

three components.  

Vandenbosch and Eggermont (see Chapters 3, 4 and 5) were the first to empirically 

test the theoretically proposed order of the so-called three-step process of self-objectification. 

Consistent with theoretical assumptions (Calogero et al., 2011; Moradi & Huang, 2008; 

Roberts, 2012), their results suggested that a sexualizing experience may trigger self-

objectification, both directly and through the internalization of appearance ideals. 

Internalization was observed to mediate the effect of sexualizing experiences on self-

objectification. In turn, internalization and self-objectification, both of which are described as 

cognitive components of the three-step process, have been demonstrated to affect the 

behavioral component of body surveillance. In short, recent theoretical and empirical 

evidence supports the combination of internalization, self-objectification, and body 

surveillance into one conceptual process. The current study therefore will consider self-

objectification as a three-dimensional process.  

In the literature that is available on objectification, Western media have been 

criticized as being one of the most important (and therefore the most examined) factors in a 

culture of objectification and sexualization. Whereas media scholars initially emphasized the 

media’s tendency to objectify the body (Bartky, 1990; Goffman, 1976), the biased portrayal 

of male and female appearance ideals and (heterosexual) romantic relationships gradually 

received attention (Kim et al., 2007), which led to a new, broader concept that was coined 

“sexualizing media” (APA, 2007). Numerous content analyses have justified the criticism of 

sexualizing media by demonstrating how young characters’ personalities are disregarded in 

sexual messages and how their idealized, unrealistic and ever youthful appearances are 
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celebrated (e.g., APA, 2007; Vandenbosch et al., 2013). Consistent with the popular media’s 

sexualizing conceptualizations, research has demonstrated relationships between the use of 

such sexualizing media and the internalization of appearance ideals, self-objectification, and 

body surveillance. For instance, Tiggemann’s (2005) studies of body dissatisfaction have 

provided evidence for the hypothesis that the media teach adolescents about societally 

approved appearance ideals. Other cross-sectional, longitudinal and experimental studies that 

elaborated on the theoretical arguments of Noll and Fredrickson (1998) have reported direct 

associations between exposure to sexualizing media and self-objectification (Aubrey, 2006; 

Harrison & Fredrickson, 2003). Consistent with these findings, cross-sectional and 

longitudinal research have reported relationships between exposure to sexualizing media and 

body surveillance (e.g., Aubrey, 2006). Recently, two cross-sectional studies have also 

suggested that sexualizing media use may be a precursor of the three-step process of self-

objectification among adolescent boys (Chapter 4) and girls (Chapter 5). Longitudinal 

research (Chapter 6) has also confirmed the media’s role as a trigger of the three-step process 

of self-objectification over time.  

One of the areas in which self-objectification is theorized to structure the relationship 

between the self and the body is sexuality. Internalization, self-objectification and body 

surveillance all refer to a tremendous focus on one’s own appearance. This intense emphasis 

on appearance may produce a so-called “silencing” of other, non-appearance related needs 

and goals (Impett et al., 2006; Tolman & McClelland, 2011). Adolescents’ perceptions of 

their own body as a sexualized object of appearance may enhance a more physically oriented 

view of sexuality and decrease the perceived importance of a warm, intimate relationship for 

having sexual intercourse (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). This reasoning has been 

corroborated by recent empirical evidence. For instance, a study among a sample of young 

men reported a positive relationship between an increased orientation toward one’s own 

appearance and the number of sexual risk behaviors (Gillen, Lefkowitz, & Shearer, 2006). 

Similar results were observed in a cross-sectional study by Littleton, Breitkopf and Berenson 

(2005, p.193) of 1,547 women; body surveillance significantly predicted inconsistent condom 

use, multiple sex partners in the previous year and engaging in sex after drinking alcohol or 

using drugs. Consistent with these results, Impett et al. (2006) reported that body 

objectification was related to a decrease in adolescent girls’ sexually protective behaviors. 

Another study also indicated that higher levels of self-objectification were associated with 

stronger feelings of regret regarding girls’ first experiences with sexual intercourse 

(Hirschman, Impett, & Schooler, 2006). Lastly, a two-year longitudinal study (Pearson et al., 
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2012) reported a higher likelihood among high self-objectifying girls to initiate sexual 

intercourse. Together, these studies provide evidence for the theorized negative effect of self-

objectification on adolescents’ sexual health.  

 

The Current Study 

Although no study has addressed the meditating role of the three-step process of self-

objectification on the effect of sexual media on sexual behavior, a multidisciplinary 

organization of several pieces of evidence suggests that such mediation may occur. More 

specifically, research suggests that exposure to sexualizing media increases both the three-

step process of self-objectification and sexual behavior (e.g., Collins et al., 2004; Chapters 4 

and 5). Additionally, the literature has argued that within these media effects, sexual behavior 

can be explained by components of the self-objectification process (Fredrickson & Roberts, 

1997; Gillen et al., 2006; Impett et al., 2006).  

Applying such insights to adolescents’ everyday lives suggest that they may learn 

about the prevailing appearance standards and the related appearance-based attributes while 

consuming their favorite (sexual) media. For instance, a gossip magazine or sitcom may teach 

adolescents about who is considered to be “pretty” and what sexual advantages an attractive 

appearance may produce. Moreover, adolescents are supported to apply this “cultural” 

knowledge to their own appearance and regularly ensure that their own body also complies 

with the internalized appearance standards. Together, this manner of structuring the 

relationship between their self and body may play a role when discovering their own 

sexuality. The objectified focus on their own physical being may cause adolescents to address 

romantic situations from a similar perspective, resulting in an increased involvement in 

(recreational) sexual behaviors and disregard for the intimacy, risks and the responsibilities 

that are associated with these new experiences. In summary, the current study argues that the 

three-step process of internalization, self-objectification and body surveillance may be an 

explanatory mechanism for the positive relationship between exposure to sexualizing media 

and the sexual behavior of adolescents. Figure 1 illustrates our reasoning: 
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model for the relationships between the use of sexualizing 

magazines, internalization, self-objectification, body surveillance and sexual behavior. 

 

 

The proposed multidimensional model will be examined by focusing on one particular 

type of media, namely, magazines. Objectification scholars have repeatedly described 

magazines as a type of sexualizing media (APA, 2007; Chapters 4 and 5), and sexual media 

scholars have proposed that magazines are influential sexual socialization agents (e.g., Brown 

et al., 2006; Ward, 2003). With regard to the three-step process of self-objectification, the 

study among adolescent girls presented in Chapter 4 found that exposure to sexualizing 

fashion magazines was a significant predictor of the three-step process of self-objectification. 

The study among adolescent boys presented in Chapter 5 reported significant correlations 

among exposure to sexualizing men’s magazines, internalization and body surveillance. 

Exposure to sexualizing men’s magazines did not significantly predict the three-step process, 

though, the significant correlations between this particular medium and the self-

objectification factors seem to suggest that this was due to the other media that were also 

included in the model: the variance in the self-objectification components explained by men’s 

magazines may have already been captured by other media variables. Furthermore, the results 

of the latter study also showed that consuming (online) pornographic media content is related 

to the three-step self-objectification process. With regard to sexual behavior, various studies 

on sexual media diets have included magazine exposure and warned that exposure to sexual 

content in these magazines may advance adolescents’ sexual behavior (e.g., Bleakley, 

Hennessy, Fishbein, & Jordan, 2011; Brown et al., 2006; Brown & L’Engle, 2009).  

Furthermore, the present study will account for the possible influence of body-mass 

index (BMI), age, and country of origin given that research has demonstrated that a higher 

BMI (Gillen et al., 2006), to have originated from a non-Western country (Vandenbosch & 

Eggermont, 2013) and being older (L’Engle et al., 2006) are associated with higher levels of 

sexual behavior as well as with different levels on the three-step process of self-

http://heb.sagepub.com/search?author1=Michael+Hennessy&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
http://heb.sagepub.com/search?author1=Martin+Fishbein&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
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objectification (Aubrey, 2006; Harrison & Fredrickson, 2003; Knauss, Paxton, & Alsaker, 

2008; Moradi & Huang, 2008).  

Lastly, preliminary analyses are warranted to test for the possible moderating role of 

gender given that research within the fields of sexual media effects and body image has 

indicated possible gender differences (Moradi & Huang, 2008).  

 

Method 

Sample and Participant Selection  

The data presented in this chapter are part of a larger study called MORES (= Media 

Onderzoek Relaties en Seksualiteit). This study was a three-wave panel study with an interval 

of six months and was conducted with 12- to 18-year-old adolescents. Due to the relatively 

rapid sequence of developmental changes that occur during puberty (Mul, 2004), a six-month 

interval was established with the expectation that it would allow for a more comprehensive 

understanding of developmental trajectories. Moreover, prior research has supported the 

validity of a six-month time interval when testing longitudinal models of processes that may 

mediate the relationship between media use and adolescents’ sexuality (Peter & Valkenburg, 

2008; 2009). Approval for the survey was granted by the institutional review board of the 

host university. Informed consent was obtained from the school head, which is customary in 

Belgium. In March 2010, a first quantitative survey was conducted in 12 schools that were 

selected from those who agreed to participate from different regions of Belgium. Different 

schooling levels and ages were selected. All of the students who were present in the 12 

schools during the researchers’ school visits completed paper surveys. The students were 

informed that the goal of the study was to investigate their leisure habits. To increase 

confidentiality, the researchers ensured that the students were unable to discuss or view the 

answers of their peers. Additionally, confidentiality was ensured by requesting the students to 

write their identification data on separate forms and by guaranteeing that their survey answers 

would be processed separately from their identification data. In September 2010, a second 

quantitative survey was conducted in the 12 schools that had participated in March. Lastly, in 

March 2011, a third quantitative survey was organized in the 12 schools. Based on the 

identification forms from waves 1, 2 and 3, the respondents were tracked over time.  

A total of 1,504 students completed the questionnaire at baseline, 1,426 students 

participated in wave 2 and 1,433 students participated in wave 3. A total of 730 students 

completed the questionnaires for all of the waves (48.53%).  The final combined sample of 

all of the waves consisted of 730 students with a mean age of 15.41 years (SD = 1.45); 55.9% 
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were boys. The majority of the sample (95.8%) was born in Belgium, and only 4.2% of the 

respondents were born in another country. Furthermore, the majority of the sample (64.5%) 

consisted of adolescents who were following a general educational program, which is 

representative of the overall Belgian school population (62.6%; Department of Education, 

2011).  

The differences were explored between the adolescents who participated in one wave 

(N = 774) and those who participated in all of the waves (N = 730) with regard to all of the 

relevant variables (all at time 1). A set of χ²-tests revealed that the subjects who participated 

in only one wave were significantly more likely to be boys, χ² (1) = 13.02, p < .001 (55.2% 

vs. 44.8%), to have originated in another country, χ² (1) = 7.57, p < .001 (7.7% vs. 4.2%), and 

to have initiated French kissing, χ² (1) = 4.66, p < .05 (53.6% vs. 46.4%), intimate touching, 

χ² (1) = 7.89, p < .001 (56.9% vs. 43.1%), and sexual intercourse, χ² (1) = 9.93, p < .005 

(59.2% vs. 40.8%) than were those who completed all of the questionnaires. Other 

differences were revealed by a MANOVA analysis using Pillai’s Trace, V = .02, F (6, 1207) 

= 4.51, p < .005, ηp² = .02. ANOVAs on the outcome variables indicated that the adolescents 

who participated in only one wave scored lower on the internalization of appearance ideals 

(M = 2.35, SD = .86 vs. M = 2.52, SD = .87), F (1, 1212) = 11.38, p < .005, ηp² = .01, and 

body surveillance (M = 2.92, SD = .88 vs. M = 3.10, SD = .84), F (1, 1212) = 12.99, p < .001, 

ηp² = .01, than did adolescents who participated in all of the waves.  

 

Assessments and Measures 

Control variables. The participants rated their height and weight. By dividing the 

weight of the adolescents by their squared height, their BMI was calculated. Additionally, the 

adolescents indicated their country of origin (0 = Belgium, 1 = other country) and age.  

Exposure to sexualizing magazines. Using a 5-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) to 

(almost) weekly (= 5)), the participants indicated how often they read general “gossip”, 

magazines, such as Dag Allemaal (a local version of  People), fashion magazines, such as 

Elle, and men’s magazines, such as such as P-magazine (a local version of Maxim). To 

attribute more weight to the magazines that were perceived as more sexualizing, we applied a 

procedure that was similar to that reported by Aubrey (2006) and Zurbriggen, Ramsey and 

Jaworski (2011). Initially, college students (9 men and 20 women) were trained to address the 

level of sexualization, which was described as a visual and thematic focus on the body and 

appearance in a sexualized manner (APA, 2007; Aubrey, 2006; Fredrickson & Roberts, 

1997). We chose to train college students rather than adolescents as it may be problematic for 
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adolescents to accurately address the level of sexualization because of their limited sexual 

experiences and cognitive skills (Ward, 2003). Following the training, the college students 

were requested to answer three questions on a 5-point scale for each type of magazine that 

was included in the adolescent survey (Zurbriggen et al., 2011). The questions focused on the 

frequency and intensity of sexualization and the familiarity of the college students with the 

type of magazine (for a further description, see Zurbriggen et al., 2011). The familiarity with 

magazines was addressed to ensure that especially the ratings of those college students who 

are familiar with the this type of content determine the sexualization weight. 

Based on the frequency, intensity and familiarity ratings, a four-step-procedure was 

followed to calculate a sexualization score for each magazine. First, the frequency, intensity 

and familiarity scores were multiplied for each magazine. Second, the total sum of the 

familiarity ratings of all of the college students was calculated for each magazine. Third, the 

weighted sexualization scores were calculated by dividing the product of frequency * 

intensity * familiarity (step 1) by the total sum of the familiarity ratings of that particular type 

of magazine (step 2). Fourth, the sum of the weighted sexualization scores was calculated for 

each type of magazine. The result of this procedure, i.e., a sexualization score for each type 

of magazine (.50 = gossip magazines; .60 = fashion magazines; and .72 = men’s magazines) 

was used to weigh the adolescents’ frequency ratings of their magazine reading. To estimate 

the degree to which the respondents were exposed to sexualizing magazines, we calculated 

their mean scores for the three selected types of sexualizing magazines.  

Self-objectification. Self-objectification was measured using an adapted version of 

Noll and Fredrickson’s original Self-Objectification Questionnaire (1998). The respondents 

were requested to evaluate the importance of 12 body attributes on a 10-point scale (not at all 

important (= 1) to very important (= 10)). A performed principal component analyses using 

direct oblimin was conducted separately for boys and girls to extract one appearance-based 

factor and one competence-based factor. 

For the adolescent girls, the appearance-based body attributes were physical 

attractiveness (factor loading = .78), coloring (.56), weight (.70), sex appeal (.73) and 

measurements (.66) (eigenvalue: 1.95; explained variance: 16.21%;  = .71). The 

competence-based body attributes were physical coordination (.51), stamina (.84), health 

(.53), physical fitness (.83), physical energy level (.77), muscular strength (.55) and muscle 

tone (.53) (eigenvalue: 3.85; explained variance: 32.10%;  = .82). For the adolescent boys, 

the appearance-based factor (eigenvalue: 5.04; explained variance: 41.96%;  = .84) included 
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physical attractiveness (.84), coloring (.70), weight (.61), sex appeal (.84), measurements 

(.55), muscular strength (.69) and muscle tone (.71). The competence-based factor 

(eigenvalue: 1.59; explained variance: 13.26%;  = .85) included stamina (.84), health (.75), 

physical fitness (.87) and physical energy level (.75). Physical coordination was removed 

given that its factor loading was less than .40. The difference between the mean scores of the 

newly created appearance- and competence-based factors addressed the estimated level of 

self-objectification (ranging from -9 to 9). Higher scores on this measure indicated higher 

levels of self-objectification. 

Body surveillance. The questionnaire included the body surveillance subscale from 

the Objectified Body Consciousness Scale for Adolescents (Lindberg et al., 2006), the 

validity and reliability of which has been demonstrated by prior research (e.g., Grabe & 

Hyde, 2009; Lindberg et al., 2006). On a 5-point scale ((almost) never (= 1) to (almost) 

always (= 5)), the respondents evaluated four statements ( = .80): “I often compare how I 

look with how other people look,” “During the day, I think about how I look many times,” “I 

often worry about whether the clothes I am wearing make me look good,” and, “I often worry 

about how I look to other people.”  

The internalization of appearance ideals. For the Internalization subscale of the 

Sociocultural Attitudes Toward Appearance Scale (Thompson et al., 2003), the respondents 

used a 5-point scale ranging from I totally disagree (= 1) to I totally agree (= 5) to evaluate 

nine items, such as, “I wish I looked like the models in music videos” and, “I try to look like 

the people on TV.” The Internalization subscale has a demonstrated validity and test-retest 

reliability among female college students (Thompson et al., 2003); however, research among 

adolescents has suggested that the scale must be adapted for reliability for younger 

respondents (Knauss, Paxton, & Alsaker, 2008). The reliability tests in this study indicated 

that two items (i.e., “I compare my body to the bodies of TV and movie stars” and, “I 

compare my appearance to the appearance of TV and movie stars”) reduced the alpha value. 

Subsequently, these two items were omitted, and a reliable 7-item scale remained ( = .93).  

The initiation of French kissing. The respondents indicated whether they had ever 

French kissed (no = 0; yes = 1).  

The initiation of intimate touching. The respondents indicated whether they had 

ever had touched the genitals of a partner (no = 0; yes = 1).  

The initiation of sexual intercourse. The respondents indicated whether they had 

ever had sexual intercourse (no = 0; yes = 1).  
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Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses  

The descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1. At baseline, the adolescents 

reported to occasionally read gossip (M = 2.14, SD = 1.20), fashion (M = 1.79, SD = 1.14) 

and men’s magazines (M = 1.41, SD = .85). The mean level of self-objectification (M = -.81, 

SD = 1.64) indicated that the adolescents valued competence-based attributes higher than 

appearance-based attributes. Moreover, the mean levels of internalization (M = 2.52, SD = 

.87) and body surveillance (M = 3.10, SD = .84) were comparable to the results of other 

research of adolescents (Grabe & Hyde, 2009; Knauss et al., 2008). Furthermore, the majority 

of the adolescents indicated that they had previously French kissed (55.8%), whereas one-

quarter of our sample had a certain degree of experience with intimate touching (26.0%). 

Lastly, 17.5% of the adolescents had previously initiated sexual intercourse.  
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations and percentages for the studied variables.  

 

  Entire sample 

 Min Max M 

% Yes 

SD 

% No 

Sexualizing magazines W1 .61 2.70 1.05 .40 

 Sexualizing gossip magazines W1 .50 2.52 1.08 .60 

 Sexualizing fashion magazines W1 .60 2.98 1.07 .68 

 Sexualizing men’s magazines W1 .72 3.60 1.01 .61 

Internalization W1 1 5 2.52 .87 

Internalization W2 1 5 2.60 .80 

Self-objectification W1 -9  9 -.81 1.64 

Self-objectification W2 -9 9 -.57 1.64 

Body surveillance W1 1 5 3.10 .84 

Body surveillance W2 1 5 3.15 .84 

French kissing W1 0 1 55.8 44.2 

French kissing W2 0 1 62.7 37.3 

French kissing W3 0 1 68.1 31.9 

Intimate touching W1 0 1 26 74 

Intimate touching W2 0 1 35.9 64.1 

Intimate touching W3 0 1 40.5 59.5 

Sexual intercourse W1 0 1 17.5 82.5 

Sexual intercourse W2 0 1 25.2 74.8 

Sexual intercourse W3 0 1 29.5 70.5 

 

 Zero-order correlations further indicated significant relationships among consuming 

sexualizing magazines, internalization, self-objectification, body surveillance, French kissing, 

intimate touching and sexual intercourse (see Table 2).   
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Table 2. Zero-order correlations.  

 

 S Mag W1 Int W1 Int W2 SO W1 SO W2 BS W1 BS W2 Sex W1 Sex W2 Sex W3 

S Mag W1  

1 .19
***

 .20
***

 .24
***

 .26
***

 .27*
**

 .24
***

 

FK .17
*** 

IT  .12
**

 

SI  .19
***

 

FK .16
*** 

IT  .16
***

 

 SI  .18
*** 

FK .20
*** 

IT  .16
***

 

 SI  .17
***

 

Int W1   

1 .62
***

 .41
***

 .36
***

 .56
***

 .50
***

 

FK .11
** 

IT  .09
*
 

SI  .07 

FK .14
*** 

IT  .12
**

 

 SI  .08
* 

FK .17
*** 

IT  .09
*
 

 SI  .10
**

 

Int W2    

1 .35
***

 .37
***

 .48
***

 .54
***

 

FK .06
 

IT  .07 

SI  .06 

FK .11
** 

IT  .11
**

 

 SI  .08
* 

FK .11
** 

IT  .09
*
 

 SI  .08
*
 

SO W1     

1 .71
***

 .50
***

 .43
***

 

FK .24
*** 

IT  .24
***

 

SI  .22
***

 

FK .25
*** 

IT  .23
***

 

 SI   .21
*** 

FK .26
*** 

IT  .21
***

 

 SI  .21
***

 

SO W2 

    

 

1 .47*
**

 .48*
**

 

FK .20
*** 

IT  .22
***

 

SI  .22
***

 

FK .20
*** 

IT  .21
***

 

 SI  .21
*** 

FK .21
*** 

IT  .21
***

 

 SI  .22
***

 

BS W1  

    

 

1 .73
***

 

FK .11
*** 

IT  .13
***

 

SI  .11
**

 

FK .14
*** 

IT  .12
**

 

 SI  .12
*** 

FK .18
*** 

IT  .12
**

 

 SI  .12
**

 

BS W2   

    

 

1 

FK .07
 

IT  .07 

SI  .06 

FK .10
** 

IT  .09
*
 

 SI  .06
 

FK .14
*** 

IT  .06 

 SI  .05 

Sex W1     

   

 

1 

FK .75
*** 

IT  .75
***

 

SI  .77
***

 

FK .70
*** 

IT  .68
***

 

 SI  .70
*** 

Sex W2          

1 

FK .82
*** 

IT  .84
***

 

SI  .82
***

 

Sex W3          1 

Note. 
*
p < .05; 

**
p < .01; 

***
p < .001; S Mag = Sexualizing sitcoms, Int = Internalization of appearance ideals, SO = Self-objectification,   

BS = Body surveillance, Sex = Sexual behavior, i.e., French kissing (FK), Intimate touching (IT) and Sexual intercourse (SI).
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Testing Hypothesized Model 

The model in Figure 1 was used to test the hypothesized effect on French kissing 

(model 1), intimate touching (model 2) and sexual intercourse (model 3). Given that one of 

the endogenous variables included in each model is dichotomous (French kissing / intimate 

touching / sexual initiation), the model was analyzed using Bayesian estimation (Arbuckle, 

2010; Byrne, 2010). Bayesian estimation in AMOS assigns each unknown quantity a 

probability assumption using the Markov Chain Monte Carlo algorithm (MCMC) and 

estimates the parameter values, i.e., the posterior means and the 95% Bayesian credible 

intervals (Arbuckle, 2010). Sampling based on a MCMC algorithm is expected to provide 

stable parameter estimates (and to have drawn sufficient samples) when the convergence 

statistic is less than 1.002 (Arbuckle, 2010; Byrne, 2010). An additional indication of accurate 

parameter estimates is that each Bayesian standard error has a value lower than .05 

(Spiegelhalter, Thomas, Best, & Lunn, 2003). All of the presented models met these 

assumptions with a convergence statistic of 1.001 and a Bayesian standard error for each 

parameter estimate that was lower than .03.  

Each model controlled for the baseline values of the country of origin, age and BMI by 

employing these variables as predictors for all of the hypothesized endogenous variables. 

Prior values were also entered as control variables: internalization at wave 1 predicted 

internalization at wave 2; self-objectification at wave 1 predicted self-objectification at wave 

2; body surveillance at wave 1 predicted body surveillance at wave 2; and sexual behavior at 

wave 1 / wave 2 predicted sexual behavior at wave 2 / wave 3. The inclusion of these control 

variables and prior values increased the complexity of our hypothesized model. As a 

reduction of model complexity is highly recommended for Bayesian estimation (Arbuckle, 

2010), we chose to analyze each sexual behavior separately and to use item parcels as 

indicators for the Likert scales that included more than three items (Peter & Valkenburg, 

2008). Item parcels are expected to enable the prediction of stable parameters (Bandalos, 

2002). The item parcels were constructed based on the rank order results of the factor 

loadings of each item (i.e., principal component analysis) (Russell, Kahn, Spoth, & Altmaier, 

1998).  

Prior to reporting the primary results, preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure 

that gender did not moderate the hypothesized effect of sexualizing magazines. Following a 

similar procedure as described by Peter and Valkenburg (2008), we entered the centered 

manifest variable of exposure to sexualizing magazines (W1), gender (W1) and the interaction 

term between the centered variables of exposure to sexualizing magazines (W1) and gender 
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(W1). In addition to all of the direct paths from sexualizing magazines (see Figure 1), we 

added paths from gender and the newly created interaction term. All of the models indicated 

that the influences of sexualizing magazines at wave 1 on the internalization of appearance 

ideals at wave 2, self-objectification at wave 2, French kissing at wave 3, intimate touching at 

wave 3 and sexual intercourse at wave 3 were not moderated by gender.  

The primary results are summarized in Figure 2, 3 and 4. For clarity, the measurement 

details and control variables are not given. 

With respect to French kissing, the results indicated that the expected effect of reading 

sexualizing magazines at baseline on the internalization of appearance ideals (standardized 

direct effect mean = .12, 95% CI: .04 - .20) and self-objectification (direct effect = .41, 95% 

CI: .30 - .51) six months later was significant and positive. In turn, the internalization of 

appearance ideals at wave 2 (direct effect = .28, 95% CI: .21 - .35) and self-objectification at 

wave 2 (direct effect = .17, 95% CI: .10 - .24) significantly predicted body surveillance at 

wave 2. The internalization of appearance ideals at wave 2 also predicted self-objectification 

at wave 2 (direct effect = .28, 95% CI: .21 - .35). These results thus confirm the three-step 

self-objectification process. With regard to sexual behavior, only body surveillance at wave 2 

significantly predicted French kissing (direct effect = .15, 95% CI: .03 - .26).  

Indirect effects were also examined by a bootstrap analysis (Arbuckle, 2010). 

Sexualizing magazines at wave 1 were observed to indirectly affect self-objectification at 

wave 2 (indirect effect = .03, 95% CI: .01 - .06) and body surveillance at wave 2 (indirect 

effect = .11, 95% CI: .06 - .15). The indirect effect of sexualizing magazines at wave 1 on 

French kissing did not reach significance (indirect effect = .0, 95% CI: -.04 - .07). The 

internalization of appearance ideals at wave 2 also indirectly affected body surveillance at 

wave 2 (indirect effect = .15, 95% CI: .03 - .26) and French kissing at wave 3 (indirect effect 

= .05, 95% CI: .01 - .10). Self-objectification at wave 2 was also observed to indirectly affect 

French kissing at wave 3 (indirect effect = .02, 95% CI: .00 - .05). No other significant effects 

were observed. 
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Figure 2. Trimmed structural equation model for the relationships between the use of 

sexualizing magazines, internalization, self-objectification, body surveillance and French 

kissing.  

 

Note. Values reflect standardized coefficients and all of the paths are significant at  

p < .05. 

 

Similar results regarding relationships between reading sexualizing magazines, 

internalization, self-objectification and body surveillance were observed for the model that 

predicted intimate touching at wave 3. Therefore, these results will not be reported in detail. 

With respect to the relationship with intimate touching, neither reading sexualizing magazines 

nor the three-step self-objectification process significantly predicted intimate touching at 

wave 3.  

 

Figure 3. Trimmed structural equation model for the relationships between the use of 

sexualizing magazines, internalization, self-objectification, body surveillance and intimate 

touching.  

 

Note. Values reflect standardized coefficients and all of the paths are significant at  

p < .05. 

 

Again, similar results regarding the relationships between reading sexualizing 

magazines, internalization, self-objectification and body surveillance were observed for the 

model that predicted sexual intercourse at wave 3. The model also revealed that self-
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objectification at wave 2 significantly predicted sexual intercourse at wave 3 (direct effect = 

.15, 95% CI: .05 - .26). Additionally, the indirect effect of sexualizing magazines at wave 1 

on sexual intercourse was significant (indirect effect = .03, 95% CI: .01 - .03), whereas the 

indirect effect of the internalization of appearance ideals at wave 2 on sexual intercourse at 

wave 3 through self-objectification did not reach significance (indirect effect = .0, 95% CI: -

.04 - .03). No other significant effects were detected. 

 

Figure 4. Trimmed structural equation model for the relationships between the use of 

sexualizing magazines, internalization, self-objectification, body surveillance and sexual 

intercourse.  

 

Note. Values reflect standardized coefficients and all of the paths are significant at  

p < .05. 

 

Discussion 

The current study aimed to increase multidisciplinary knowledge on the manner in 

which sexualizing media affect adolescents’ initiations of French kissing, intimate touching 

and sexual intercourse. The study thus extended the current theoretical framework in that it 

introduced the three-step process of self-objectification into research on the effects of sexual 

media. Moreover, the current study was one of the first to support the associations (i) between 

media use and the three-step process of self-objectification and (ii) this process and 

adolescents’ sexual behavior, both on a longitudinal basis. The results specifically indicated 

that exposure to sexualizing magazines predicted the internalization of appearance ideals and 

self-objectification. In turn, the internalization of appearance ideals positively predicted body 

surveillance and self-objectification. Self-objectification also predicted body surveillance. 

Lastly, body surveillance positively predicted the initiation of French kissing, whereas self-

objectification positively predicted the initiation of sexual intercourse. These results have 
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several important implications for the relationship between both self-objectification and 

adolescents’ sexual behavior as well as between media use and adolescents’ sexual behavior. 

The three-step process of self-objectification and sexual behavior. Consistent with 

the small number of longitudinal studies of objectification and sexuality (e.g., Pearson et al., 

2012), we observed that all of the components of the self-objectification process affected 

adolescents’ sexual behavior. In this process, the internalization of beauty ideals was observed 

to play an indirect role by affecting body surveillance. Body surveillance and self-

objectification emerged as direct predictors of adolescents’ engagement in French kissing and 

sexual intercourse, respectively. Following the recent three-step approach toward self-

objectification in feminist literature, the current study of sexual behavior thus indicated that 

the different dimensions of how adolescents perceive their body are related to different sexual 

paths.  

A general explanation for the association between self-objectification (and its 

components) and sexual behavior has traditionally been sought in the separation of one’s body 

from one’s personality, resulting in the “silencing” of other, non-appearance related needs and 

goals, such as the perceived importance of one’s own sexual or romantic feelings for having 

sexual intercourse (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Impett et al., 2006; Tolman & McClelland, 

2011). The particular notion of silencing may explain the sexual path from self-

objectification. More specifically, our study observed that self-objectifying adolescents had a 

higher likelihood of initiating sexual intercourse, whereas self-objectification was unrelated to 

French kissing or intimate touching. It appears that considering appearance-based body 

attributes, such as one’s sex appeal, above competence-based attributes triggers adolescents’ 

decision to engage in coital sex. This result suggests that self-objectification does not affect so 

much the gradual, stepwise acquisition of sexual experiences but rather immediately and 

directly affects engagement in more advanced, risky sexual activities. A similar conclusion 

was suggested by the findings of Pearson et al. (2012, p. 22) who reported that body 

objectification affected only the subsample of adolescent girls who had not been touched 

underneath their clothes at baseline. No effect was detected among adolescent girls who had 

previously participated in the latter explorative sexual behavior and thus appeared to follow a 

more gradual sexual path. Together with the study of Pearson et al. (2012), our findings on the 

role of self-objectification in more risky (heavy) sexual behavior may be particular important 

for research into the prevention of sexual risk-taking given that it suggests a possible 

significant factor for intervention. Future research needs also to consider the possibility that 

the relationship between self-objectification and sexual intercourse is mediated or explained 
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by other factors. For instance, research has shown that adolescents with an objectified self-

concept show lower levels of sexual agency (Tolman, 1999; Ward & Vandenbosch, 2013). 

Similarly, media research has demonstrated negative relationships between (sexualizing) 

media use and sexual agency (Tolman, Kim, Schooler, & Sorsoli, 2013). Possibly, exposure 

to sexualizing media increases adolescents’ levels of self-objectification, which, in turn, may 

decrease their levels of sexual agency. A low level of sexual agency among young people 

who strongly objectify themselves can lead them to have more sex. Because these adolescents 

feel they have no control over sexual situations, they may be more inclined to agree with a 

partner’s proposition to have sexual intercourse. 

Moreover, the analyses revealed that only French kissing was predicted by body 

surveillance, whereas body surveillance did not affect intimate touching or full intercourse. 

One reason for this association may be that body surveillance, i.e., the habitual monitoring of 

one’s own body, touches on body shame (Moradi & Huang, 2008), which has been 

demonstrated to direct adolescents to sexual behaviors that do not require the uncovering of 

their bodies (Schooler, Ward, Merriwether, & Caruthers, 2005). French kissing may “allow” 

adolescents to hide their naked body behind their styled clothing and thus appear to them as 

being “safe.” This explanation, however, should also be reflected in a negative relationship 

between body surveillance and sexual behaviors that imply nudity, such as sexual intercourse, 

which was not observed in the current study (though this relationship was observed in the 

study of Schooler et al. (2005)). Therefore, the conclusion appears to be two-fold. First, 

examining the multidimensional three-step self-objectification process appears to have been 

valuable in that it revealed that the relationships between particular components of the process 

and particular sexual experiences operate differently. Alternatively, the current study was the 

first to examine the relationships between separate sexual behaviors and components of the 

three-step self-objectification process. These results also shed new and unexpected light on 

the relationship between objectification and sexuality. Therefore, the results emphasize that 

additional research is necessary to better illuminate and explain how these relationships occur. 

A more fundamental (although not novel) implication of the present study relates to 

what is meant by “sexual risks.” Sexual activity during (early) adolescence has been 

associated with a variety of consequences for the mental and physical health of those 

involved. These adverse conditions are specifically linked with involvement in sexual risk 

behavior (Gillen et al., 2006; Hirschman et al., 2006; Impett et al., 2006; Littleton et al. 2005). 

However, the sexual behaviors discussed in the present study, including deep kissing, intimate 

touching, and sexual intercourse, are not in themselves risk behaviors. Such “risk-free” 
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behaviors may become harmful when they are motivated by particular perceptions, such as a 

biased view on one’s body. The influence of sexual behavior on the well-being of those 

involved may not only be defined by the behavior itself but also by the motivation that 

underlies the behavior (Bay-Chen et al., 2012). In this view, Bay-Chen et al. (2012) framed 

the sexual exploration reported in the current study as a pseudo-empowerment of sexuality 

that may cause undesired sexual interactions. These authors consider sex as a highly 

ambivalent and complex process in which adolescents with a sexualized self-concept are at 

risk to engage in sexual intercourse to please the other participant, whereas they themselves 

may have a feeling of unpreparedness for sexual intimacy. In such a context, the sexual 

interaction may be an unsatisfactory and undesirable experience (Bay-Chen et al., 2012). This 

reasoning was also supported in the study of Hirschman et al. (2006), who observed that self-

objectifying girls had more feelings of regret regarding their initial experiences with sexual 

intercourse. In addition to the mental health risks that are associated with the above-

scrutinized sexual outcomes, scholars have called sexual behaviors that are driven by self-

objectifying perceptions risky for young people’s physical health. More specifically, the self-

objectifying factors that evoke these sexual behaviors have been demonstrated to inhibit 

favorable developmental outcomes given that they increase the number of sexual partners but 

decrease the use of sexual protection methods (Impett et al., 2006; Littleton et al. 2005).  

In addition to this risk-focused perspective, future research should also consider the 

possibility that the study results on self-objectification and sexual behavior rather reflect 

developing norms, which are not always problematic. Exposure to sexualizing media is 

considered to be highly prevalent in adolescents’ life (APA, 2007), and has been called an 

important sexual socialization agent (Ward, 2003). Moreover, exposure to sexualizing media 

may support adolescents’ engagement in sexual behavior (e.g., Martino et al., 2005), though, 

this behavior may only be problematic for some adolescents; for instance, for adolescents 

with certain perspectives on sexual behavior and certain motivations to engage in this 

behavior.  

Furthermore, the results on the process of self-objectification and sexual behavior 

point to two additional findings that deserve our attention. First, research exploring the 

moderating effects of differential sexual motivations may explain why intimate touching 

appeared to be not related to the three-step process of self-objectification. Possibly, intimacy- 

or relationship-oriented goals (Rostosky, Welsh, Kawaguchi, & Galliher, 1999) are more 

important motivations for initiating intimate touching which does not necessarily imply a 

sexual gratification. Intimate touching may be primarily considered by adolescents as 
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expressing one’s romantic feelings. These motivations may, subsequently, interact with the 

multidimensional process of self-objectification and decrease or counter their impact on 

intimate touching.  

Second, the relationships between the three-step process of self-objectification and 

sexuality appeared to be similar for boys and girls. Prior research has suggested that the 

objectification framework is applicable to both boys and girls, though, relationships have 

traditionally been expected to be stronger among girls (Moradi & Huang, 2008). Moreover, 

the emerging line of research on objectification and sexuality has so far largely neglected 

male samples (e.g., Calogero & Thompson, 2009; Steer & Tiggemann, 2008). The current 

study supports that the objectification theory is valuable for both boys and girls, and even 

suggests that the extent to which objectification constructs relate to each other, and to 

sexuality, is similar for boys and girls. Our findings thus warrant attention for boys’ sexuality.  

In summary, the reported empirical support for the three-step self-objectification 

process as a precursor of sexual behavior should be borne in mind when considering 

adolescents’ mental and physical sexual health.  

Media and sexual behavior. The current study aimed to further resolve the 

theoretically hypothesized and empirically supported relationship between media use and 

sexual behavior (Ward, 2003). This research aim was partially driven by the consensus among 

researchers that the current theoretical basis for explaining sexual media effects is too limited 

to explain sexual media effects (e.g., Collins et al., 2004). From this perspective and for 

various theoretical and empirical reasons, this study explored and supported the value of 

organizing multidisciplinary knowledge that was derived from studies of objectification, 

sexual development, and media effects into a comprehensive model for understanding the 

relationship between exposure to sexualizing media and adolescents’ sexual behavior. 

More specifically, the current study successfully introduced a new theoretical 

mechanism that may explain why exposure to sexual media increases adolescents’ likelihood 

to engage in sexual behavior: sexualizing magazines that emphasize attractive characters’ 

recreational sexuality may advance adolescents’ sexual explorations through the three-step 

process of self-objectification. The findings thus support the objectification theory’s 

assumptions on media use, self-objectification and sexual development (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997). Moreover, the theoretical mechanism of self-objectification may also 

complement other, more traditional media theories. For instance, cultivation theory expects 

that the more that adolescents consume media, the more they endorse the promoted meta-

narrative (Gerbner, 1998). Objectification theory interprets this narrative as a sexualizing 
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narrative about sexualized bodies and appearance ideals, leading to the internalization of those 

ideals. Moreover, the objectification framework contributes to explaining how this narrative 

tends to be applied to one’s self-concept (i.e., self-objectification and body surveillance) and 

how it impacts one’s (sexual) behavior (APA, 2007; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Roberts, 

2012). Additionally, the social-cognitive framework argues that media promote particular 

attitudes and behaviors by rewarding attractive role models (Bandura, 2001). Regardless of 

the validity of a direct imitation model, the present study works within the objectification 

framework to reveal that the rewarding of narrowly defined appearance ideals in a sexualizing 

context affects adolescents’ social cognition regarding their self-concept (i.e., the 

internalization of appearance ideals and self-objectification) and stimulates conduct that 

corresponds to this self-concept (i.e., body surveillance and sexual initiation) (APA, 2007; 

Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Roberts, 2012). 

Moreover, this new explanatory process may also clarify results that remain 

unexplained. Several authors found support for the association between exposure to sexual 

media and sexual behavior among white adolescents but not among black adolescents (e.g., 

Brown et al., 2006). In this view, Weekes (2002) suggested that black womanhood supports 

the “no-nonsense approach” or girls’ refusals to be objects of male desire. Thus, although 

black models are also (heavily) sexualized in popular media content (APA, 2007; 

Vandenbosch et al., 2013), other socialization agents, such as “black sisters”, may protect 

black girls from engaging in self-objectification processes and the related sexual 

consequences. Future research should examine such moderation processes given that they 

suggest a valuable manner with which to prevent or diminish the negative consequences of 

sexualization.  

Limitations. Although the findings of the present study provide a promising new 

perspective on sexual media effects, it should be acknowledged that the indirect effect of 

sexualizing magazines on adolescents’ sexual behaviors was significant for the initiation of 

sexual intercourse but not French kissing. It is possible that the three-wave study design was 

too limited and that a four-wave study may have more rigorously tested the relationships 

between media use (wave 1), internalization (wave 2), self-objectification (wave 2), body 

surveillance (wave 3) and French kissing (wave 4). With respect to the limitation of the 

longitudinal design is the fact that half of the participating adolescents in wave 1 did not 

participate in all of the waves. More importantly, those who dropped out of the study were 

more likely to score higher on sexual behaviors. The present study may therefore 

underestimate the influence of the self-objectification process and sexualizing magazines on 
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adolescents’ sexual behavior; moreover, the proportion of sexually active adolescents was 

lower in this sample than in previous research (e.g., Avery & Lazdane, 2008) leading us to 

question whether the reported relations would have been stronger in a more sexually active 

sample. Future research which takes these sampling and recruitment biases into account is 

necessary. Lastly, our study was limited by its focus on magazines. Future research may 

consider other forms of popular sexualizing media, such as social media (e.g., Chapter 4) and 

television (Aubrey, 2006).  

Conclusion. The results of this longitudinal study constitute a promising approach in 

the construction of a new integrative model of sexualizing media use and adolescent sexual 

development. This explanatory model supported longitudinal associations (i) between media 

use and the three-step process of self-objectification and (ii) this process and adolescents’ 

sexual behavior. The present study calls for further research and emphasizes the valuable role 

of the three-step process of self-objectification in sexual media research and the additional 

value of focusing on a broad range of distinct sexual behaviors.  
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Concluding Remarks 

 

“The great tragedy of American media is that they can be so astonishingly creative, 

informative, and entertaining, yet for children and adolescents, they continue to be so 

potentially unhealthy, especially in their sexual content”     

         Strasburger, 2005 (p. 285) 

 

The potential of sexual media content to adversely affect adolescents’ sexuality has 

fueled an extensive body of research on the effects of sexual media. This scholarly interest 

emerged partly because of adolescents’ regular (if not daily) consumption of media content 

that promotes the Reductionist Script of Instant Gratification (APA, 2007; Aubrey & Frisby, 

2011; Ward, 1995). Studies have specifically addressed the influence of media exposure on 

the sexual development of adolescents because this age group is believed to have 

characteristics that may increase their susceptibility to the effects of sexual media 

(Eggermont, 2006; Ward, 2003).  

However, despite the strong evidence that popular media focus on risk-free, 

recreational sexualizing and gender-stereotypical sexual activities (e.g., Ward, 1995; Kim et 

al., 2007) and despite scholars’ extensive efforts to study the potential effects of exposure to 

such media (Ward, 2003), studies that find no direct relationship between media use and 

adolescents’ sexual attitudes and behaviors, including studies presented in this dissertation 

(e.g., Barak, Fisher, Belfry, & Lashambe, 1999; Chapter 1), continue to challenge the 

empirical evidence of sexual media effects. These mixed findings underscore that the effects 

of sexual media are complex and may only be predicted or fully understood if we examine the 

role that other factors and processes play in generating these effects.  

Given these observations about the study domain, which have also been expressed by 

others (Omori, Zhang, Allen, Ota, & Imamura, 2012; Ward, Epstein, Caruthers, & 

Merriwether, 2011), this dissertation aimed to explore how adolescents’ development of a 

healthy sexuality may be affected by their exposure to mass media. This aim was twofold. 

The first aim was to study whether characteristics that have been shown to be predictive of 

adolescents’ risky attitudes and behaviors moderate the effect process. The second aim was to 

explore whether an objectified self-concept contributed to an explanatory model for sexual 

media effects. Two main conclusions can be derived from the studies presented. 
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Conclusion 1: Sexual Media Effects Occur Within a Heterogeneous Adolescent Audience 

This dissertation sought to contextualize the sexual media effect within the 

heterogeneity of the adolescent audience. We suggested that attention to the particular social, 

personal, and biological context in which media use occurs may provide a valuable, 

comprehensive means of explaining why and when sexual media effects occur. This 

assumption was based on a set of theoretical perspectives on risk behavior, such as problem 

behavior theory (Jessor & Jessor, 1977; Jessor, Costa, Jessor, & Donovan, 1983) and the 

biopsychosocial model (Irwin & Millstein, 1992; Smith, Udry, & Morris, 1985), and on 

perspectives from media research, such as Steele and Brown’s media practice model (1995) 

and the recently proposed differential susceptibility model (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). These 

theoretical frameworks share the notion that a problematic (sexual) trajectory stems from and 

can be explained by (a combination of) risk factors and requires a risk group perspective.  

Building on this integrated theoretical perspective, the first and second studies in this 

dissertation examined the relevance of a risk-group approach to the study of the association 

between mainstream media use and sexual attitudes, and the third study applied this approach 

to the relationship between pornography use and adolescents’ sexual behavior. These studies 

explored the moderating role of a prime socialization factor (i.e., maternal attachment), a 

personality trait (i.e., sensation seeking), and a biosocial factor (i.e., pubertal maturation), 

respectively. The first study, a cross-sectional study (Chapter 1), demonstrated the moderating 

influence of maternal attachment and gender on the association between television viewing 

and adolescents’ sexual attitudes. Girls who displayed greater attachment to their mothers 

appeared to be less susceptible to the harmful influence of television viewing on their 

recreational and gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes. Conversely, boys who displayed a 

greater level of attachment to their mothers were more likely to be influenced by television 

viewing. The second study, a two-wave panel study (Chapter 2), found that girls who 

demonstrated higher levels of sensation seeking and boys who demonstrated lower levels of 

sensation seeking were more susceptible to the negative influence of sexual television content 

on their attitudes toward uncommitted sexual exploration. Higher levels of sensation seeking 

among boys and lower levels of sensation seeking among girls appeared to decrease the 

influence of sexual television viewing. The third study, a two-wave panel study (Chapter 3),
 

demonstrated that frequent users of sexually explicit websites were five times more likely to 

initiate sexual intercourse than were non-users. Pubertal status moderated this relationship; an 

increased likelihood to initiate sex was found among adolescents in an early pubertal stage 
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who frequently viewed sexually explicit websites. However, adolescents in an advanced 

pubertal stage were less likely to initiate sex.  

Together these findings demonstrate the relevance of conducting moderator analyses 

within sexual media effect research and suggest two important implications for future 

research. First, although the results presented in the dissertation demonstrate that considering 

moderating factors contributes to our knowledge, the findings do not unilaterally indicate that 

these moderators identify adolescents who are at risk of sexual media effects. Although the 

prior literature has labeled maternal attachment as having a protective, positive influence on 

adolescents’ development (e.g., Moore, Raymond, Mittelstaedt, & Tanner, 2002) and has 

identified sensation seeking as a risk factor (e.g., Arnett, 1996), our findings demonstrate that 

neither maternal attachment nor sensation seeking can be perceived as an unconditionally 

protective or risky influence, at least in the context of sexual media effects. Boys who were 

less attached to their mothers and who frequently watched television appeared to agree less 

with recreational sexual attitudes. Similarly, boys with high levels of sensation seeking and 

high exposure to sexual television content demonstrated a less positive attitude toward 

uncommitted sexual exploration. Moreover, both boys and girls at an advanced level of 

puberty who visited sexually explicit websites on a regular basis were found to postpone their 

initiation of sexual intercourse. In two of these three studies, gender appeared to play a crucial 

role in determining whether the influence of a factor - including media use - was risky or 

protective. In particular, the combination of boys scoring higher on a suggested risk factor or 

lower on a suggested protection factor together with media use resulted in findings that were 

inconsistent with the traditional view of media as a risky agent of sexual socialization. 

Therefore, examining a combination of factors seems to be a more “complete” approach of 

determining how adolescents may be affected by media use and, in particular, which direction 

such relationships may take.  

The second implication relates to the notion of the active media consumer or the so-

called constructivist approach (Ward, 2002). Theoretical views on the active media user (e.g., 

Steele, 1999) suggest that media users do not passively consume media content; rather, they 

actively select and interpret media messages. The active media selection process is expected 

to lead adolescents to consume particular media genres more frequently. Furthermore, the 

active interpretation of media messages is expected to increase the likelihood that certain 

adolescents will endorse particular media messages more strongly. For instance, adolescents 

may be expected to learn more from media messages that portray younger rather than older 
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individuals because the former message is more applicable to their own living environment 

and because such individuals resemble their peers. 

This dissertation indirectly examined such active processes by exploring whether 

adolescents’ sexual behavior influences their selection of sexual media messages (Chapter 3) 

and whether sexual media effects are dependent on adolescents’ interpretation and processing 

of sexual media messages (Chapters 1, 2 and 3). For instance, based on literature in the fields 

of sexual sciences and media research (e.g., Buchanan, Eccles, & Becker, 1992), we 

hypothesized in Chapter 3 that sexually active adolescents would select and view 

pornographic websites more frequently relative to other adolescents. The same chapter also 

predicted that adolescents who consumed pornographic messages more frequently would be 

more likely to initiate sexual intercourse and that this effect would be stronger among 

adolescents with an early pubertal status.  

The results indicated the importance of these factors. For instance, an increased 

likelihood to initiate sex was found among adolescents in an early pubertal stage who 

frequently viewed sexually explicit websites. However, the results also revealed several 

unexpected findings, such as a negative relationship between pornographic media use and 

sexual initiation among adolescents with advanced pubertal status. Although the current 

literature suggests some explanations for this unexpected finding (see the discussion of 

Chapter 3), we know of hardly any literature that describes how adolescents in different 

developmental or pubertal stages react to sexual media messages. Our findings thus draw 

attention to the lack of in-depth knowledge about adolescents’ interpretations of sexual 

messages. Although the suggestion that researchers focus on how media consumers actively 

interpret sexual media messages is not new (see, for example, the review of Ward, 2003), this 

dissertation puts that suggestion back on the agenda for future research. Not only have studies 

of how young people interpret sexual media content been conducted only rarely (e.g., 

Durham, 1999; Steele, 1999; 2002) but these studies have also been limited by the fact that 

they focused on broad characteristics such as gender and age. Knowledge about which 

interpretations are associated with which characteristics is still very incomplete, partly 

because research has largely disregarded any variety within these broad demographic groups. 

Studies might consider such variety more deeply by examining every individual’s unique 

combination of personal, biological, and social characteristics (e.g., Buckingham & Bragg, 

2004).  

Focusing on interpreting sexual media messages requires additional research methods 

beyond the survey methods applied in this dissertation. Future research may consider 
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qualitative study designs that focus on impressions, emotions, and comprehension of sexual 

media content and may explore how the reading of sexual media content is related to 

adolescents’ identities (Lunt & Livingston, 1996). Because this dissertation was inspired by 

and strongly connects to the quantitative media psychological literature on sexual media 

effects, the suggestion that researchers conduct more qualitative research may be unexpected. 

However, this suggestion is consistent with the longstanding effort in communication research 

to break down the barriers between quantitative effects research and qualitative media culture 

research (McQuail, 1985, p.101).  

Moreover, such qualitative research may be combined with experimental research. 

Experimental research allows control of the selection of media messages (e.g., Gunther & 

Liebhart, 2006) and, thus, the type of media messages to which the consumer is exposed. 

Therefore, in-depth knowledge may be derived about which emotions, feelings, and 

interpretations are related to particular sexual media messages. One study has demonstrated 

the relevance of this approach for sexual media research. Ward, Gorvine, and Cytron (2002) 

exposed college students to sexual video clips and interviewed them afterwards about how 

they had interpreted the video clips. These interpretations appeared to be related to 

demographical factors (e.g., gender) as well as attitudinal (e.g., level of agreement with 

gender stereotypes) and media (e.g., frequency of watching primetime television) factors. The 

authors concluded that the results “highlight the complexity of viewers’ reactions to complex 

stimuli” (Ward et al., 2002, p.117).  

In summary, this dissertation draws attention to the need for more reception-oriented 

research that focuses on the combination of different characteristics and reconsiders the active 

media user at the level of individual interpretations. Future research is expected to benefit 

from the use of a multi-method study approach that incorporates the results of both 

quantitative survey research and qualitative research.  

 

Conclusion 2: Sexual Media Effects Are Related to an Objectified Self-Concept 

The second aim of this dissertation was to organize multidisciplinary research on the 

body, media effects and sexuality into an explanatory model of sexual media effects. The 

multidisciplinary organization of literature was guided by objectification theory. In the 1990s, 

objectification theory was proposed as a framework that combined prior findings from the 

fields of psychological, social and feminist research on the body and a wide range of mental 

and physical health risks (including risks related to sexuality) into a comprehensive theory 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996). Objectification theory was expected 
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to present an explanatory mechanism for sexual media effects by proposing the body as one of 

the fundamental links between exposure to media and adolescents’ sexuality. Objectification 

theory explains why sexualizing media messages, which value appearance above personality, 

encourage adolescents to apply an observer’s perspective to their own body. The 

internalization of this type of objectified perspective on the body may subsequently lead 

adolescents to develop sexual attitudes that do not foster authentic, rewarding, intimate sexual 

relationships and to engage in sexual behaviors that are associated with heightened physical 

and mental health risks. In 2008, almost a decade after objectification theory was proposed, 

Moradi and Huang summarized the body of research that had emerged from the original 

theory and introduced a new perspective on how future research might address self-

objectification. The authors proposed to conceptualize self-objectification as a 

multidimensional process of internalization, self-objectification, and body surveillance that 

would offer a more complete understanding of how adolescents develop an objectified self-

concept. 

In line with objectification theory and the empirical research based on it, this 

dissertation examined whether sexualizing media use is related to an objectified self-concept, 

and whether this type of self-concept, in turn, is associated with adolescents’ sexual attitudes 

and behaviors. Before testing this explanatory process, two cross-sectional studies (Chapters 4 

and 5) were conducted to examine how the advanced understanding of an objectified self-

concept that was introduced by Moradi and Huang (2008) relates to girls’ and boys’ 

sexualizing media use. The findings indicated the relevance of a three-step perspective, 

demonstrating that sexualizing media use affects the internalization of appearance ideals and 

self-objectification,  is indirectly related to self-objectification through internalization, and is 

associated with body surveillance through internalization and self-objectification. This 

process reflects the dominant pattern through which sexualizing media use relates to the three-

step process of self-objectification, although the study findings also documented differences 

between several of the direct and indirect relationships in this process according to the type of 

sexualizing media.  

 Building on this insight in the three-step process of self-objectification, Chapters 6 and 

7 explored the theoretically suggested set of relationships between adolescents’ media use, the 

three-step self-objectification process, and sexuality. These studies thus tested the ability of 

objectification theory to explain the effects of media on adolescents’ sexual attitudes and 

behaviors. The first study, a three-wave panel study (Chapter 6), explored the relationships 

between viewing sexualizing sitcoms, the three-step process of self-objectification and 
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adolescents’ gender-stereotypical sexual attitudes. The study demonstrated that viewing 

sexualizing sitcoms was related to the three-step process of self-objectification over time and 

thus supported the cross-sectional relationships of Chapters 4 and 5 on a longitudinal basis. 

Furthermore, the internalization of appearance ideals was revealed to positively predict the 

acceptance of the sexual double standard over time. The relationships between self-

objectification or body surveillance and acceptance of the sexual double standard were found 

to be insignificant.  

A second study, a three-wave panel study (Chapter 7), explored the relationships 

between reading sexualizing magazines, the three-step process of self-objectification and 

adolescents’ sexual behavior. This study provided additional support for the influence of 

sexualizing media on the multidimensional process of self-objectification over time. Body 

surveillance appeared to positively predict the initiation of French kissing six months later, 

whereas self-objectification positively predicted the initiation of sexual intercourse six months 

later. No significant relationship emerged for intimate touching.  

Together, the presented findings indicate that adolescents’ use of popular sexualizing 

media, the three-step process of self-objectification, and sexuality are intertwined. The main 

question guiding these studies was whether objectification theory has the potential to clarify 

how sexual media affect adolescents’ sexuality. Clear support was identified for the 

explanatory role of self-objectification in the influence of sexualizing media use on 

adolescents’ initiation of sexual intercourse. Self-objectification significantly mediated the 

relationship between media use and sexual initiation. In addition, indirect relationships were 

found for acceptance of the sexual double standard through the internalization of appearance 

ideals and for French kissing through body surveillance. However, null findings also emerged 

for several hypothesized relationships. For instance, sexualizing media use was not related to 

the endorsement of the sexual double standard through self-objectification or body 

surveillance. These and other mixed findings suggest a need for further consideration of how 

these processes may work.  

In this area, two important explanations deserve our attention. First, the discussions of 

Chapters 6 and 7 suggested that each component of objectification might explain “singular” 

aspects of one’s sexuality. For instance, the internalization of appearance ideals is focused on 

other individuals. This specific focus may explain why internalization affected adolescents’ 

sexual attitudes about the roles of other individuals. On the other hand, body surveillance 

rather relates to body shame. This link may cause adolescents in particular to engage in sexual 

behaviors that do not require them to reveal their bodies (i.e., French kissing). Such 
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explanations hint that the role or meaning of each component of the three-step self-

objectification process should be considered in research on the relationships between media 

use, objectification, and adolescents’ sexual attitudes and behaviors. If we relate these 

explanations to the theoretical framework of objectification theory, the findings suggest that 

the relationship between media use and adolescents’ sexuality may be explained by an 

objectified self-concept. However, the explanatory value of an objectified self-concept differs 

for different components of self-objectification and types of sexual attitudes or behavior. 

Research that considers the actual meaning of each part of the objectified self-concept may 

therefore generate more consistent findings about how sexual media effects work.  

Another central issue that may explain the mixed results is the assumption of causality. 

This dissertation was expected to determine (I) that media exposure triggers the three-step 

self-objectification process and (II) that the three-step process affects adolescents’ sexuality. 

These causal assumptions were tested using data from a longitudinal panel study that 

considered the time order, although the study design did not fully explicate the process of 

causality (Brown & L’Engle, 2009). Although alternative inverse media selection models 

might have been possible (for example, see Chapter 4), we may conclude that the longitudinal 

findings indicate the role of sexual media use as a precursor to the three-step process of self-

objectification over time (I). However, the results regarding the causal relationship between 

the three-step process of self-objectification and adolescents’ sexuality were ultimately rather 

mixed (II). For example, Chapter 6 found that the internalization of appearance ideals 

predicted acceptance of the sexual double standard over time, but insignificant results were 

found for self-objectification or body surveillance. Based on these findings, we might 

question the hypothesized causal order of self-objectification, body surveillance, and 

acceptance of sexual gender stereotypes. The endorsement of sexual gender stereotypes may 

precede self-objectification and body surveillance. Accordingly, accepting the roles of 

dominant, muscular boys and submissive, skinny girls as partners in successful sexual 

relationships may cause adolescents to become more aware of their own appearance and its 

importance to their conformity to expected sexual norms. This awareness, in turn, may 

increase adolescents’ likelihood to self-objectify and engage in body surveillance. The 

existence of such a process has been recently suggested in an experiment by Aubrey and 

Taylor (2009), who demonstrated that exposure to sexualizing media messages triggered body 

surveillance among undergraduate men and that this relationship was mediated by the men’s 

stereotypical beliefs about sexual gender roles and appearance standards.  
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Nevertheless, based on our own interpretation of objectification theory (Fredrickson & 

Robets, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996), I believe that the suggested causal order in which all 

components of self-objectification precede the development of sexual gender stereotypes 

remains more plausible. Objectification theory principally refers to the central role of the 

body in transferring impressions from and experiences in the sexualized media culture to 

one’s own personality, identity, and behavior. Learning from sexualizing media how one’s 

own body should be treated is expected to cause adolescents to accept sexualization and, more 

specifically, to adopt an objectified form of sexuality (characterized by the acceptance of 

sexual gender stereotypes, recreational sexual attitudes, and dysfunctional sexual behaviors).  

Thus, at least from the perspective of objectification theory, the mixed findings regarding the 

longitudinal relationships between the three-step process of self-objectification and 

adolescents’ sexual attitudes and behaviors are not likely to indicate the occurrence of a 

different causal order.  

Does objectification theory serve as an adequate framework for explaining sexual 

media effects? To some extent, this question is about the standards that media scholars use to 

evaluate a theory and about the expectations that researchers have for a theory that was 

developed to explain human behavior. Scholars generally agree that a theory must present a 

framework that has the potential to explain observed social phenomena. For Popper (1963), a 

theory also must offer falsifiable assumptions that can be examined and (if the theory is valid) 

confirmed using scientific research. However, do social scientists expect that their theoretical 

assumptions will always be confirmed?  

If we evaluate the explanatory value of objectification theory critically and rigidly, the 

findings of this dissertation may demonstrate that objectification theory is a not an adequate 

theory. We hypothesized that the three-step process of self-objectification would explain and, 

thus, mediate the relationship between media use and adolescents’ sexual attitudes and 

behaviors. Although self-objectification significantly mediated the relationship between 

sexualizing magazines and sexual initiation, other mediation tests appeared to be non-

significant. More specifically, the relationships between sexualizing magazines and French 

kissing through body surveillance and between sexualizing sitcoms and acceptance of the 

sexual double standard through internalization were found to be indirect but not mediated 

relationships. An indirect relationship occurs when variable A (i.e., media use) affects 

variable B (i.e., the three-step process of self-objectification), and when variable B triggers 

variable C (i.e., sexual attitudes and behavior). Variables A and C do not necessarily relate to 

each other. When variable A does relate to variable C and thus affects variable C through 
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variable B, the indirect relationship becomes a mediated relationship (Preacher & Hayes, 

2004). Based on this reasoning, the dissertation found evidence of a mediated relationship 

through self-objectification but not of relationships mediated by body surveillance or 

internalization. The indirect relationships of body surveillance and internalization do not 

confirm the mediating role that objectification theory indirectly attributes to these two factors. 

Furthermore, several hypothesized mediated relationships appeared to be neither mediated nor 

indirect. For instance, sexualizing media use was not related to intimate touching through 

internalization, self-objectification, or body surveillance. The findings are inconsistent with 

what we expected based on objectification theory and create a fairly fragmented view of how 

an objectified self-concept may explain sexual media effects. This fragmentation keeps the 

dissertation from clearly and uniformly confirming its theoretical predictions.  

If we evaluate the explanatory value of objectification theory more flexibly and 

dynamically, however, the findings of this dissertation may demonstrate that objectification 

theory is an adequate theory. The theory helps us to understand why sexual media effects 

occur and thus informs us about how certain processes operate. Moreover, empirical support 

for the hypothesized explanatory processes emerged in the study of the relationships between 

media use, the three-step self-objectification process and sexuality. Self-objectification 

significantly mediated the relationship between sexualizing magazines and sexual initiation. 

In addition, indirect relationships emerged between sexualizing magazines and French kissing 

through body surveillance and between sexualizing sitcoms and the acceptance of the sexual 

double standard through internalization. These relationships suggest that there may be no 

direct relationship between media use and adolescents’ acceptance of the sexual double 

standard and their involvement in French kissing. Media use and sexuality are indirectly 

related through their connection with an adolescent’s experience of his or her body (i.e., 

internalization and body surveillance). In addition, the fact that not all media effect 

relationships appeared to be explained by components of the self-objectification process is 

valuable because it further explains the conditions under which the mechanisms of self-

objectification work. The mixed findings may thus be interpreted as an extension of the 

framework of objectification theory.  

This flexible, dynamic view of theories refers to Lerner’s developmental systems 

perspective on theory and research (Lerner, 2004). Lerner (2004) argues that diverse study 

results are typical in the testing of theories about human behavior and development. A theory 

may inform scholars about how processes work. However, the conditions under which these 

processes occur are complex and are sometimes difficult to predict. Therefore, explorative 
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research is needed to investigate when and in which theoretically predicted circumstances 

such explanatory processes may occur. From this dynamic theoretical perspective, this 

dissertation’s findings support the idea that objectification theory explains sexual media 

effects, although further research is needed to explore the conditions under which different 

components of objectification influence these effects.  

The rigid, critical perspective and the open, dynamic view of theories yield opposite 

recommendations for future research. Although the critical perspective does not suggest that 

future media research on adolescents’ sexuality should focus on objectification theory, the 

dynamic perspective encourages media scholars to answer new questions. Which approach is 

most beneficial in communication research? Based on prior research on sexual media effects, 

we tentatively suggest that the field prefers a more dynamic view of the theory. Although 

various studies of sexual media effects have been inspired by cultivation theory (e.g., Kim & 

Ward, 2004), social learning theory (e.g., Kistler & Lee, 2010; Martino, Collins, Kanouse, 

Elliot, & Berry, 2005), and/or script theory (e.g., Taylor, 2006), many of them have not 

confirmed the corresponding hypotheses. However, those scholars have not questioned the 

validity of these theories as a means to explain sexual media effects.  

Communication scholars have also criticized this theoretical flexibility, which is 

frequently applied in communication research. In 2003, Roe warned the field about relativism. 

He argued that some relativism can be beneficial because it stimulates theory development but 

added that relativism must not encourage researchers to deemphasize all normative questions, 

as such an approach leads to triviality (p.58). Total relativism results in attention merely to 

individual cases and is therefore incompatible with research on general theoretical processes 

through which media effects work. Both the first conclusion of this dissertation (that future 

research should analyze specific combinations of moderating factors and consider particular 

interpretations of media messages) and the second conclusion (that theories in communication 

studies may only have conditional validity) clearly push us toward this total relativism and 

thus perhaps in the direction of triviality. That a thorough analysis of a specific media effect 

(as in this dissertation) generates this conclusion may be more important for the future of 

media effect research than the sum of all of the findings reported in this dissertation. 
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Summary 

 

Various social institutions and scholars across numerous academic fields have called attention 

to the potential negative effects of media use on adolescents’ sexual development. This 

concern emerged partly because of adolescents’ regular (if not daily) consumption of media 

content that promotes irresponsible, recreational, sexualizing and gender-stereotypical sexual 

activities. Despite scholars’ extensive efforts to study the potential effects of exposure to such 

media, some researchers continue to challenge the empirical evidence of sexual media effects. 

One of the reasons for this lack of consensus is that researchers face important questions 

about precisely how the influence of sexual media content operates. Because the scholarly 

attention to the complexity of the sexual media effect has so far remained limited, the 

dissertation aimed to contribute to our knowledge of the processes through which exposure to 

media may affect adolescents’ sexual attitudes and behaviors. This aim was twofold. 

A first aim was to explore how factors that are indicative of adolescents’ personalities 

and development may moderate the relationship between media use and sexual attitudes and 

behaviors and how it may identify adolescents who are at risk for sexual media effects. In 

this view, three studies examined the relevance of a risk-group focused approach by exploring 

the moderating role of (respectively) a prime socialization factor (i.e., maternal attachment), a 

personality trait (i.e., sensation seeking), and a biosocial factor (i.e., pubertal maturation) in 

sexual media effects. The first study, a cross-sectional study (N = 1,026), demonstrated that 

girls who displayed greater attachment to their mothers appeared to be less susceptible for the 

harmful influence of television viewing on their recreational and gender-stereotypical sexual 

attitudes; conversely, boys who displayed greater attachment to their mothers were more 

likely to be influenced by television viewing. The second study, a two-wave panel study (N = 

1,096), found that girls who demonstrated higher levels of sensation seeking and boys who 

demonstrated lower levels of sensation seeking were more susceptible to the negative 

influence of sexual television content on their attitude toward uncommitted sexual 

exploration. Higher levels of sensation seeking among boys and lower levels of sensation 

seeking among girls appeared to decrease the influence of sexual television viewing. The third 

study, a two-wave panel study (N = 639), demonstrated that frequent users of sexually explicit 

websites were five times more likely to initiate sexual intercourse than non-users. Pubertal 

status moderated this relationship: an increased likelihood to initiate sex was found among 

adolescents in an early pubertal stage who frequently viewed sexually explicit websites. 

However, adolescents in an advanced pubertal stage were less likely to initiate sex. Together, 

these findings demonstrate not only the relevance of conducting moderator analyses within 

sexual media effect research, but also that moderators may not unilaterally identify 

adolescents who are at risk of sexual media effects as, for instance, higher levels of sensation 

seeking decreased the impact of sexual television messages among boys. 

 A second aim was to explore whether objectification theory allows us to identify 

mediating factors in the relationship between adolescents’ exposure to sexual media and their 

sexual attitudes and behaviors. Objectification theory explains why sexualizing media 

messages, which value appearance above personality, encourage adolescents to apply an 

observer’s perspective to their own body. The internalization of this type of objectified 

perspective on the body may subsequently lead adolescents to develop sexual attitudes that do 
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not foster authentic, rewarding, intimate sexual relationships and to engage in sexual 

behaviors that are associated with heightened physical and mental health risks. Before testing 

this explanatory process, two cross-sectional studies were conducted to examine how the 

recent, advanced understanding of an objectified self-concept related to the sexualizing media 

use of girls (N = 558) and boys (N = 911). The study findings indicated the relevance of a 

three-step perspective, demonstrating that sexualizing media use affects the internalization of 

appearance ideals and self-objectification, is indirectly related to self-objectification through 

internalization, and is associated with body surveillance through internalization and self-

objectification. Building on this insight in the three-step process of self-objectification, two 

studies tested the ability of the three-step process of self-objectification to explain the effects 

of media on (respectively) adolescents’ sexual attitudes and behaviors. The first study, a 

three-wave panel study (N = 1,041) demonstrated that viewing sexualizing sitcoms was 

related to the three-step process of self-objectification over time. In turn, the internalization of 

appearance ideals was revealed to positively predict acceptance of the sexual double standard 

over time. The relationships between self-objectification or body surveillance and acceptance 

of the sexual double standard were found to be insignificant. The second study, a three-wave 

panel study (N = 730), provided additional support for the influence of sexualizing media (i.e., 

magazines) on the multidimensional process of self-objectification over time. Body 

surveillance appeared to positively predict the initiation of French kissing six months later, 

whereas self-objectification positively predicted the initiation of sexual intercourse six months 

later. No significant relationship emerged for intimate touching. The main question guiding 

these studies was whether objectification theory has the potential to clarify how sexual media 

affect adolescent sexuality. The study findings add some critical questions about the 

explanatory role of objectification theory in sexual media effects, as several hypothesized 

relationships were not supported (e.g., null findings for intimate touching). However, they 

also demonstrate that, in some cases, objectification theory contributes to an explanatory 

model for sexual media effects and warrants future research attention. 
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Samenvatting 

 

De mogelijk schadelijke invloed van blootstelling aan media op de seksualiteitsbeleving van 

adolescenten staat hoog op de maatschappelijke én wetenschappelijke agenda. Deze 

bezorgdheid stoelt deels op het omvangrijke ‘mediadieet’ dat adolescenten dagelijks 

consumeren. Populaire media zijn herhaaldelijk bekritiseerd in inhoudsanalyses wegens hun 

eenzijdige klemtoon op het genotsaspect en hun geringe aandacht voor de relationele context 

van seksuele activiteiten. De bij seksuele interacties betrokken personages zijn bovendien 

vaak slanke, op uiterlijk gericht meisjes die willen behagen, en gespierde, op genot gerichte 

jongens in een dominante rol. Deze systematische vertekening van seksualiteit in massamedia 

inspireerde het afgelopen decennium meer dan 100 studies naar de mogelijke gevolgen 

hiervan voor adolescenten. Diverse studies ondersteunden de aanname dat media de seksuele 

ontwikkeling van adolescenten kunnen schaden; andere blijven het bestaan van dergelijke 

effecten in vraag stellen. Een mogelijke verklaring voor deze inconsistentie is de 

ontoereikende aandacht die is geschonken aan de vraag hoe seks in de media het gedrag en 

denken van adolescenten beïnvloedt. De academische belangstelling voor verklarende 

factoren en processen bleef relatief beperkt. Deze lacune vormde het uitgangspunt voor deze 

doctoraatsstudie. 

Een eerste doel was te onderzoeken of persoonlijkheids- en ontwikkelingskenmerken 

de relaties tussen mediagebruik en seksuele attitudes en gedragingen modereren, en dit met de 

intentie om risicogroepen te identificeren. Drie deelstudies gingen in op de rol van 

(respectievelijk) een socialiserende actor (d.i. gehechtheid aan de moeder), een  

persoonlijkheidskenmerk (d.i. sensatiezucht), en een biosociale factor (d.i. puberale 

ontwikkeling). De eerste, cross-sectionele studie (N = 1,026) toonde aan dat meisjes met een 

hogere gehechtheid aan hun moeder minder vatbaar waren voor de invloed van televisiekijken 

op opvattingen over seks als een recreatief tijdverdrijf en de acceptatie van stereotype 

seksuele geslachtsrollen. Bij jongens functioneerde een hogere gehechtheid aan de moeder 

niet als een beschermende factor; een sterkere gehechtheid hing zelfs samen met een 

verhoogde kans om beïnvloed te worden door televisiekijken. De tweede, longitudinale studie 

(N = 1,096) wees uit dat meisjes met een hogere score voor sensatiezucht, maar ook jongens 

met een lagere sensatiezucht vatbaarder waren voor de impact van televisiekijken op hun 

attitudes tegenover ongebonden seksuele exploratie. Een lagere sensatiezucht bij meisjes en 

een hogere score voor sensatiezucht bij jongens verlaagden dan weer de kans op beïnvloeding 

door televisiekijken. De derde, longitudinale studie (N = 639) gaf aan dat frequente gebruikers 

van pornografische websites vijf keer meer kans hadden om seksueel actief te worden dan 

niet-gebruikers. Puberale status modereerde dit verband: een verhoogde kans tot seksuele 

initiatie werd vastgesteld bij pornografiegebruikers in de vroege puberteit  en een lagere kans 

tot seksuele initiatie in de late puberteit. Op deze manier ondersteunen de drie deelstudies dat 

“externe” factoren de relatie tussen mediagebruik en seksuele ontwikkeling modereren. De 

onverwachte resultaten, zoals de bevinding dat gehechtheid aan de moeder meisjes behoedt 

voor een negatief televisie-effect, terwijl deze gehechtheid het effect bij jongens versterkt, 

suggereren evenwel dat de moderatoren niet eenvoudigweg “risicogroepen” aanduiden. 

Een tweede doel was nagaan of concepten uit de objectiveringtheorie de relatie 

tussen mediagebruik en seksuele attitudes en gedragingen kunnen verklaren, d.i. mediëren. 
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Voor objectiveringtheorie staan seksualiserende boodschappen centraal; zulke boodschappen 

suggereren dat een persoon gewaardeerd wordt omwille van zijn/haar uiterlijk en dus niet 

omwille van zijn/haar persoonlijkheid. Dergelijke boodschappen zouden adolescenten 

aanzetten tot het observeren van hun eigen lichaam vanuit het perspectief van een ander. Een 

dergelijk geobjectiveerd zelfbeeld zou het ontwikkelen van positieve attitudes t.o.v. intieme 

seksuele relaties afremmen en deelname aan risicovol seksueel gedrag bevorderen. 

Objectiveringtheorie legt op die manier een verband tussen blootstelling aan bepaalde 

boodschappen en de ontwikkeling van bepaalde seksuele attitudes en gedragspatronen, en lijkt 

derhalve een verklarend kader te bieden voor seksuele media-effecten.  

Alvorens dit inzicht empirisch te toetsen, is een nieuwe, meer geavanceerde 

conceptualisering van een geobjectiveerd zelfbeeld uitgewerkt, het zgn. three-step process of 

self-objectification. Twee cross-sectionele deelstudies brachten dit driestapsproces in kaart en 

relateerden het aan het gebruik van seksualiserende media bij meisjes (N = 558) en jongens (N 

= 911). Concreet werd aangetoond dat seksualiserend mediagebruik positief gerelateerd was 

aan de internalisering van schoonheidsidealen en aan zelfobjectivering. Daarnaast was 

seksualiserend mediagebruik indirect gerelateerd aan zelfobjectivering via internalisering, en 

aan body surveillance via internalisering en zelfobjectivering.  

Voortbouwend op deze bevindingen, gingen twee afsluitende deelstudies na of 

objectiveringtheorie een verklaring biedt voor seksuele media-effecten; meer bepaald of het 

drieledige zelfobjectiveringsproces de relatie tussen mediagebruik en seksualiteit medieert. 

De eerste, longitudinale studie (N = 1,041) toonde aan dat blootstelling aan seksualiserende 

sitcoms de ontwikkeling van het driestapsproces over de tijd heen voorspelde. Één component 

van het driestapsproces, nl. de internalisering van schoonheidsidealen, voorspelde op zijn 

beurt het aanvaarden van stereotype seksuele geslachtsrollen. Ook de tweede, longitudinale 

studie (N = 730) legde een verband tussen mediagebruik, nl. het lezen van seksualiserende 

magazines, en het driestapsproces. Deze studie voegde eraan toe dat verschillende 

componenten van zelfobjectivering gedifferentieerd inwerken op de seksuele ontwikkeling.  

Body surveillance was een positieve voorspeller voor de initiatie van petting behavior, terwijl 

zelfobjectivering de initiatie van seksuele geslachtsgemeenschap voorspelde.  

Deze deelstudies wijzen op de waarde van objectiveringtheorie voor de verklaring van 

de relatie tussen media en de seksualiteitsbeleving van adolescenten. De bevindingen roepen 

evenwel ook vragen op; het lijkt er op dat de verklarende kracht van objectiveringtheorie 

afhankelijk is van een aantal factoren, zoals de receptie en interpretatie van 

mediaboodschappen door adolescenten, die onderwerp moeten zijn van voortgezet onderzoek.  
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Résumé 

 

La possibilité que l’exposition aux médias exerce une influence nocive sur la façon dont les 

adolescents vivent leur sexualité occupe toujours une place importante sur l’agenda social et 

scientifique. Cette préoccupation est en partie fondée sur la grande consommation quotidienne 

des médias par les adolescents. Les médias qui bénéficient d’une certaine popularité auprès 

des jeunes, ont été maintes fois critiqués pour leur contenu parce qu’ils mettent de façon 

unilatérale l’accent sur l’aspect plaisir, tout en négligeant le contexte relationnel des activités 

sexuelles. De plus, les personnages impliqués dans les interactions sexuelles sont en général 

des filles à la silhouette élancée, qui attachent beaucoup d’importance à leur apparence 

physique et qui sont désireuses de plaire ainsi que des garçons musclés, qui recherchent la 

jouissance et ont un rôle dominant. Cette distorsion systématique de la sexualité dans les 

médias de masse a inspiré au cours de la dernière décennie plus de 100 études sur les effets 

possibles pour les adolescents. Plusieurs études ont appuyé l'hypothèse que les médias 

peuvent nuire au développement sexuel des adolescents ; d’autres études en revanche mettent 

l’existence de telles conséquences en doute. Une explication possible de cette incohérence est 

le peu d’attention accordée à la question de savoir comment la sexualité, telle qu’elle est 

présentée dans les médias, influence le comportement et la pensée des adolescents. L’intérêt 

scientifique pour les facteurs et les processus susceptibles de l’expliquer est resté jusqu’à 

présent relativement limité. Cette thèse veut contribuer à une meilleure compréhension des 

mécanismes selon lesquels les médias influencent la sexualité des jeunes. 

Un premier objectif était d’étudier si les caractéristiques de la personnalité et du 

développement peuvent expliquer les relations entre l’utilisation des médias, d’une part, et les 

attitudes et comportements sexuels, d’autre part ; ceci dans l’intention d’identifier les groupes 

à risque. Trois sous-études ont porté (respectivement) sur le rôle d’un acteur de socialisation 

(à savoir l’attachement à la mère), d’un trait de personnalité (le goût du sensationnel) et d’un 

facteur bio-social (le développement pubertaire). La première étude de type transversale (N = 

1,026) a démontré que les filles présentant un attachement élevé à leur mère, étaient moins 

sujettes à l’influence de la télévision pour la perception du sexe comme un passe-temps 

récréatif et l’acceptation des rôles sexuels stéréotypés. Chez les garçons l’attachement fort à la 

mère ne se révèle pas être un facteur de protection ; un attachement plus fort encore est même 

associée au risque accru d’être influencé par la télévision. La deuxième étude de type 

longitudinale (N = 1,096) a permis de constater que les filles avec un score plus élevé pour le 

goût du sensationnel, mais aussi les garçons ayant une score plus modérée, étaient plus 

réceptifs à l’impact de la télévision sur leurs attitudes vis-à-vis d’une exploration sexuelle 

sans restriction. Par ailleurs, un goût du sensationnel plus modéré chez les filles et plus 

exprimé chez les garçons diminue le risque d’impact de la télévision.  La troisième étude 

longitudinale (N = 639) a révélé que les utilisateurs fréquents de sites pornographiques 

présentent une probabilité cinq fois plus élevée à devenir sexuellement actifs que les non-

utilisateurs. Le statut pubertaire a permis de peaufiner ce lien : nous avons observé une 

probabilité accrue à l’initiation sexuelle chez les consommateurs de pornographie lors de la 

puberté précoce mais une probabilité plus faible à l’initiation sexuelle à la fin de la puberté. 

De cette façon les trois sous-études permettent d’avancer que la relation entre la 

consommation des médias et le développement sexuel s’explique par des facteurs ‘externes’. 
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Des résultats inattendus, comme la constatation que l’attachement à la mère préserve les filles 

de l’effet négatif de la télévision, tandis que ce même attachement renforce l’effet chez les 

garçons, suggèrent toutefois que les modérateurs n’indiquent pas simplement les groupes à 

risque.  

Un deuxième objectif était de vérifier si les concepts de la théorie de l’objectivation 

peuvent expliquer la relation entre la consommation des médias et les attitudes 

comportements sexuels. Pour la théorie de l’objectivation les messages à caractère sexuel sont 

l’élément central; de tels messages suggèrent qu’une personne est appréciée pour son 

apparence physique et donc pas pour sa personnalité. Ces messages inciteraient les 

adolescents à observer leur propre corps du point de vue des autres. Une image de soi, 

objectivée de cette façon, freinerait le développement d’une attitude positive à l’égard des 

relations sexuelles intimes et promouvrait la participation à un comportement sexuel à risque. 

La théorie de l’objectivation établit de cette façon un lien entre l’exposition à certains 

messages et le développement de certains attitudes et comportements sexuels; elle paraît dès 

lors proposer un cadre explicatif pour les effets sexuels suscités par les médias.  

Avant de tester cette façon de voir de manière empirique, nous avons élaboré une 

nouvelle conceptualisation, plus sophistiquée, de la perception de soi objectivée, le ‘three-step 

process of self-objectification’. Deux sous-études transversales ont retracé ce ‘processus en 

trois étapes’ et l’ont relié à la consommation de médias à caractère sexuel chez les filles (N  = 

558) et les garçons (N = 911). Concrètement, il a été démontré que la consommation de 

médias à caractère sexuel est associée positivement à l’internalisation des idéaux de beauté et 

à l’objectivation de soi. En outre, la consommation de médias à caractère sexuel est 

indirectement reliée à l’objectivation de soi par l’internalisation, et à la body surveillance par 

l’internalisation et par l’objectivation de soi.  

En s’appuyant sur ces résultats, deux sous-études ont vérifié si la théorie de 

l’objectivation propose une explication pour les effets sexuels suscités par les médias ; plus 

spécifiquement si le triple processus de l’objectivation de soi explique la relation entre la 

consommation de médias et la sexualité. La première étude longitudinale (N = 1,041) a 

démontré que l’exposition à des sitcoms à caractère sexuel prédisait le développement du 

processus en trois étapes dans le temps. Une des composantes du processus en trois étapes, à 

savoir l’internalisation des idéaux de beauté, prédit à son tour l’acceptation des stéréotypes 

des rôles sexuels. La deuxième étude longitudinale (N = 730) a aussi établi un lien entre la 

consommation de médias, plus précisément la lecture de magazines à caractère sexuel, et le 

processus en trois étapes. Cette étude a permis d’ajouter que les différentes composantes de 

l’objectivation de soi, influencent de façon différenciée le développement sexuel. La body 

surveillance prédit de façon positive l’initiation au petting behavior, tandis que l’objectivation 

de soi prédit l’initiation aux relations sexuelles.  

Ces sous-études soulignent la pertinence de la théorie de l’objectivation pour expliquer 

la relation entre les médias et l’expérience de la sexualité par les adolescents. Les résultats 

soulèvent cependant aussi des questions. Il semble que le pouvoir explicatif de la théorie de 

l’objectivation dépend d’un certain nombre de facteurs, tels que la réception et l’interprétation 

des messages des médias par les adolescents; ces facteurs devraient pouvoir faire l’objet de 

nouvelles recherches. 
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