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From Bodies to Blame: Exposure to Sexually Objectifying Media

Increases Tolerance Toward Sexual Harassment

Philippe Bernard, Sabine Legrand, and Olivier Klein

Université Libre de Bruxelles

This paper investigates whether exposure to sexually objectifying media leads to more
tolerance toward sexual harassment of women in the context of a real-life scenario.
Moreover, given that self-objectification reflects the internalization of gender-based
inequalities, we also tested whether self-objectification was associated with greater
tolerance toward sexual harassment of women. Two hundred and ten undergraduate
students (112 men) were asked to watch sexually objectifying (vs. neutral) video clips
before completing a questionnaire assessing tolerance toward sexual harassment. As
expected, we found that watching sexually objectifying video clips led to more victim
blame when evaluating a real-life scenario of sexual harassment, but it did not affect
general attitudes toward sexual harassment. Moreover, trait self-objectification was
associated with general attitudes toward sexual harassment of women, with more
tolerance toward sexual harassment among people with high trait self-objectification. In
contrast, neither exposure to sexually objectifying video clips nor trait self-
objectification affected perpetrator blame. These findings suggest that even short
exposure to sexually objectifying media contributes to shifting attitudes toward sexual
harassment of nonsexualized women in the real world, and they also illuminate the role

of self-objectification in maintaining gender-based inequalities.

Keywords: sexual objectification, sexual harassment, self-objectification, victim blame,

perpetrator blame

Sexual Objectification of Women
and Social Perception

In Western societies, women are sexually ob-
jectified. “Sexual objectification occurs when-
ever a woman’s body, body parts, or sexual
functions are separated out from her person,
reduced to the status of mere instruments, or
regarded as if they were capable of representing
her” (Bartky, 1990 cited by Fredrickson & Rob-
erts, 1997, p. 175). Women’s bodies are often
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visually inspected (Swim, Hyers, Cohen, & Fer-
guson, 2001) and frequently targeted by com-
ments centered on their physical appearance
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). The visual me-
dia often conveyed the notion that women can
be reduced to their sexualized bodies and body
parts. Analyses of advertisements have shown
that women are more often depicted in sexual-
ized ways than men (Conley & Ramsey, 2011).
Similarly, one study reported that women are
portrayed as sex objects in ~50% of magazine
advertisements (Lindner, 2004), and this sexual
objectification is especially acute in fashion
magazines aimed at men (Baker, 2005; Stankie-
wicz & Rosselli, 2008) and in video games
(Burgess, Stermer, & Burgess, 2007; Dill &
Thill, 2007).

Objectification studies have shown that sex-
ual objectification shifts recognition processes,
implicit and explicit attitudes, and rape percep-
tion and that these effects are often confined to
female targets (Heflick & Goldenberg, 2009;
Heflick, Goldenberg, Cooper, & Puvia, 2011;
Vaes Paladino & Puvia, 2011), although a few
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studies also found effects for male targets
(Gray, Knobe, Sheskin, Bloom, & Barrett,
2011; Loughnan et al., 2010). First, several
studies showed that sexualized female bodies
are visually perceived in piecemeal ways, sim-
ilar to objects (Bernard, Gervais, Allen, Cam-
pomizzi, & Klein, 2012, 2015; Bernard, Ger-
vais, Allen, Delmée, & Klein, 2015; Bernard,
Gervais, Allen, & Klein, 2013, 2015; Civile &
Obhi, 2015; see also Gervais, Vescio, Maass,
Forster, & Suitner, 2012) and are seen as inter-
changeable things especially when having ex-
aggerated sexual body parts (Gervais, Vescio, &
Allen, 2012).

Second, from the perceiver’s perspective,
sexual objectification of women promotes a fo-
cus on their appearance. In comparison with
perceptions of nonobjectified women, research
found that men and women perceive an objec-
tified female target as less competent, as less
intelligent, as less possessing of human qualities
and mental states, and as lacking in agency
(Cikara, Eberhardt, & Fiske, 2010; Gurung &
Chrouser, 2007; Heflick & Goldenberg, 2009;
Heflick, Goldenberg, Cooper, & Puvia, 2011;
Loughnan et al., 2010; Vaes et al., 2011).

Third, research suggests that the sexual ob-
jectification of women is associated with nega-
tive attitudes and behaviors toward women. Re-
cently, Rudman and Mescher (2012) evaluated
men’s implicit associations between women
and object or animal concepts. They found that
these implicit associations predicted more be-
nevolent attitudes toward sexual harassment
and rape proclivity. In the same vein, sexual
objectification of a rape victim (manipulated by
the target’s revealing vs. casual clothing) leads
to viewing the target as more to blame (Lough-
nan, Pina, Vasquez, & Puvia, 2013) and the
perpetrator as less to blame (Bernard, Lough-
nan, Marchal, Godart, & Klein, 2015). Impor-
tantly, priming sexual goals among men rein-
forces the likelihood of endorsing negative
attitudes toward an interviewed female job ap-
plicant, suggesting that sexual goals may be
sufficient to produce discriminatory behaviors
toward women (Rudman & Borgida, 1995).

In sum, a growing body of sexual objectifi-
cation research has mainly focused on why and
how people perceive women who are depicted
in sexualized ways, but it remains unclear
whether exposure to sexually objectified depic-
tions of women influences perceptions of

women in real life. This question is central with
respect to objectification theory. Fredrickson
and Roberts (1997) indeed highlighted the ex-
istence of various forms of sexual objectifica-
tion, ranging from less severe and more insidi-
ous forms of objectification (e.g., objectifying
gaze in social interactions, women depicted in
sexualized ways in the visual media) to severe
manifestations of sexual objectification (e.g.,
sexual harassment, rape). Objectification theory
also argues that less severe forms of sexual
objectification contribute to create a cultural
milieu that is more lenient toward more severe
forms of sexual objectification of women. We
aim to directly test this possibility by examining
whether exposure to sexually objectifying me-
dia leads to greater tolerance toward sexual
harassment of women. We hypothesized that
exposure to such media (e.g., video clips) shifts
college women’s and men’s perception of sex-
ual harassment toward women. In the light of
most research in objectification (Bernard et al.,
2012; Gervais et al., 2012; Vaes et al., 2011),
we did not expect this effect to be gender-
specific.

Sexualized Media and Attitudes Toward
Sexual Harassment

A vast literature documents how sexualized
media influence attitudes toward women and
sexuality. People are frequently exposed to sex-
ual content in media (Kunkel et al., 2003), and
previous investigations conducted in a Western
context suggest that this exposure encourages
traditional attitudes toward gender and sexual
roles (for a review, see Ward, 2003). For in-
stance, according to experimental studies and
analysis of media use among adolescents, expo-
sure to sexualized media leads young men and
women to endorse a view of “women as sex-
objects,” as well as stereotypical views regard-
ing gender roles (Peter & Valkenburg, 2007;
Ward & Friedman, 2006). Similarly, viewing
women depicted as sex-objects in magazines,
music video clips, videogames, and movies pro-
motes higher acceptance of rape myths, inter-
personal violence, adversarial sexual beliefs,
gender role stereotyping, and benevolent sexism
as well as a lower acceptance of feminism (Ka-
lof, 1999; Lanis & Covell, 1995; MacKay &
Covell, 1997; Milburn, Mather, & Conrad,
2000; Stermer & Burkley, 2015). However, our
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knowledge is scarce concerning the impact of
sexually objectifying depictions of women on
perceptions of sexual harassment.

Sexual harassment refers to a large variety of
behaviors ranging from degrading and sexist
remarks to sexual advances and sexual assault
(Pina, Gannon, & Saunders, 2009). Moreover, it
is one of the most common forms of sexual
discrimination perpetrated toward women (for a
review, see Pina et al., 2009). To the extent that
it involves appraising women in terms of their
sexual functions, sexual harassment may thus
be considered as one of the most revealing
indicators of women’s objectification in real
life. Yao, Mahood, and Linz (2010) found that
men who played a videogame portraying
women as sex-objects reported a higher likeli-
hood to sexually harass than men who played a
control game. Moreover, viewing female video-
game avatars promoted more tolerance toward
rape myth acceptance among women (Fox, Ral-
ston, Cooper, & Jones, 2014) and more sexual
harassment among men, but not among women,
in another case of a real-life scenario (Dill,
Brown, & Collins, 2008). Importantly, Aubrey,
Hopper, and Mbure (2011) found that exposure
to three sexually objectifying video clips leads
undergraduate men to express more agreement
with adversarial sexual beliefs and greater ac-
ceptance of interpersonal violence and these
authors also found a marginally significant ef-
fect of media exposure on concern for sexual
harassment. Finally, a recent study showed that
exposure to objectifying TV programs leads to
more gender harassing proclivity and behavior
among men due to increased conformity to mas-
culine gender norms (Galdi, Maass, & Cadinu,
2013).

Although these prior studies are informative
concerning the impact of videogames and music
video clips on perception of sexual harassment,
we identified two important limitations. First,
the comparison between the objectification ver-
sus control conditions included methodological
confounds. For instance, Galdi et al. (2013)
utilized televised segments of successful
women versus scantily dressed women (vs. neu-
tral televised segments) and Dill et al. (2008)
used real-life professional women as control
images versus sexualized avatars in videogames.
Hence, sexual objectification was confounded
with the women’s perceived competence. Addi-
tionally, some of the aforementioned studies uti-

lized videogame avatars that were fictitious (Dill
et al., 2008; Fox et al., 2014) and only found an
effect of such exposure among male partici-
pants. This may be due to the fact that women
are less likely to play videogames than male
participants, especially those games that portray
women as sex-objects (such as action/adven-
ture, fighter and shooter games; Lucas &
Sherry, 2004). In our study, we relied on a
better-controlled and more realistic manipula-
tion of sexual objectification. We employed
televised video clips, instead of videogame
playing, to manipulate the sexual objectification
of women. Indeed, video clips often depict
women as subordinates to men and as sex-
objects (Ward, 1995), and both women and men
consume this type of media: Most people have
spent several hours per day watching TV and
online videos since childhood (Hofferth &
Sandberg, 2001). Drawing on recent research on
objectification (Gray et al., 2011; Loughnan et
al., 2010), we manipulated sexual objectifica-
tion as the amount of space dedicated to the
women’s body versus her face in the segments
of video clips we selected. In this way, we
compiled two sets of video clips, with one set
emphasizing women’s bodies (sexual objectify-
ing) and the other set highlighting women’s
faces (personalizing).

Second, although Aubrey et al. (2011)’s work
informs us on the effect of objectifying media
on general attitudes toward sexual harassment,
it offers little insight into how perceivers may
react to actual instances of sexual harassment.
Indeed, like all abstract mental representations,
general attitudes are often poor predictors of
judgment of concrete situations pertaining to
the object of the attitude (Correll, Park, Judd, &
Wittenbrink, 2002; Fazio & Williams, 1986).

Our primary purpose in the present paper will
be to investigate how exposure to sexually ob-
jectifying media influences men’s and women’s
perceptions of women who are not sexualized
and who are subjected to sexual harassment in
the context of a real-life scenario. We hypoth-
esized that male and female participants in the
sexual objectification condition would report
more tolerance toward sexual harassment com-
pared with the participants who watched the
personalizing videos (Hypothesis 1). To test this
hypothesis, we assessed victim blame and per-
petrator blame in the context of a real-life sce-
nario depicting the most common form of sex-
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ual harassment (i.e., a female victim sexually
harassed by a man). We also evaluated general
attitudes toward sexual harassment although
these are likely to be more stable and less mal-
leable.

Trait Self-Objectification and Attitudes
Toward Harassment

Sexual objectification in the media not only
affects attitudes toward women, it also leads
women to internalize the objectifiers’ perspec-
tive and to self-objectify (Fredrickson & Rob-
erts, 1997). Consistent with this view, a vast
amount of literature shows that women who
self-objectify are likely to suffer from numerous
detrimental consequences including more body
shame, lower well-being, and less sexual satis-
faction (for a review, see Moradi & Huang,
2008). Furthermore, self-objectification is asso-
ciated with objectification of others: the more
individuals rank their own appearance attributes
as more important than competence attributes,
the more they stress appearance over compe-
tence for other women and men (Strelan &
Hargraves, 2005).

Departing from this line of research that fo-
cuses on the negative consequences of self-
objectification, recent studies have investigated
how manifestations of sexual objectification of
women in the environment contribute to wom-
en’s self-objectification. For instance, exposure
to objectifying media is likely to heighten wom-
en’s self-objectification, appearance anxiety,
negative mood, and body dissatisfaction
(Harper & Tiggemann, 2008) and exposure to
sexualized female models leads women to de-
scribe themselves in terms of appearance-
related traits (Aubrey, 2006; Aubrey, Henson,
Hopper, & Smith, 2009).

Pursuing the investigation of antecedents of
trait self-objectification, recent research has in-
tegrated objectification theory with system-
justification theory. System justification theory
posits that people tend to maintain and justify
the social system in which they exist even when
this system is disadvantageous for them (Jost &
Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004). In
this view, Calogero and Jost (2011) hypothe-
sized that the activation of sexist ideologies
legitimizing traditional sexual and gender roles
should remind women of their subordinate po-
sition compared with men, leading to more self-

objectification and other related outcomes
among women. As predicted, these authors
found that exposing men and women to benev-
olent and complementary (but not hostile) sexist
stereotypes leads to increased self-objectifica-
tion, self-surveillance, and body shame among
women, whereas this manipulation did not af-
fect self-objectification outcomes among men
(Calogero & Jost, 2011). Calogero (2013) found
that women’s self-objectification was associ-
ated with acceptance of gender-specific justifi-
cation beliefs and a lower level of gender-based
social activism: the more women self-objecti-
fied, the less they participated in activism aim-
ing to reduce gender inequalities. Interestingly,
consistent with system-justification theory (Jost
& Banaji, 1994), Calogero (2013) also showed
that this effect was mediated by system-
justification beliefs: women who self-objecti-
fied did not struggle against gender-based in-
equalities because they were more likely to
endorse sexist beliefs legitimizing these in-
equalities. In sum, this work suggests that self-
objectification reflects an internalization of the
subordinate position of women (Calogero &
Jost, 2011) and contributes to maintaining gen-
der-based inequality by lowering social activ-
ism against it (Calogero, 2013).

Extending this perspective, we posit that self-
objectification is not only positively associated
with internalization of gender-based inequali-
ties, but rather actively contributes to the rein-
forcement of these inequalities (i.e., blaming a
sexually harassed woman). We thus hypothe-
size that observers’ trait self-objectification pre-
dicts victim blame and perpetrator blame in the
context of a real-life scenario and general atti-
tudes toward sexual harassment of women (Hy-
pothesis 2). We will also explore whether this
correlation is moderated by participant gender.

Method
Participants

Two hundred and ten participant undergrad-
uate students (112 men; M,,. = 20.42 years;
SD = 2.28) were recruited on a Belgian univer-
sity campus and participated in the experiment
in exchange for course credit or monetary com-
pensation. Moreover, the sample was mostly
heterosexual (N = 198), with five gays/lesbians

and seven bisexual participants. Participant gen-
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der was equally distributed across the “person-
alizing” and “sexual objectifying” conditions
(56 men and 49 women in each condition) as
well as sexual orientation (i.e., six gays, lesbi-
ans, or bisexuals in each condition).

Procedure and Materials

The experiment took place via a computer.
Instructions were delivered and responses re-
corded via LimeSurvey (LimeSurvey Project
Team/Carsten Schmitz, 2012). At the beginning
of the study, there was a welcoming message
providing general information about the two
steps of the study:

This study is interested in the psychological mecha-
nisms involved in the perception of media. Two video
clips will be presented. After each of them, you will be
asked to answer a few questions regarding the singer
appearing in the clip. Finally, you will be asked to fill
a questionnaire about the perception of people. Com-
pleting this questionnaire will take you about 10-15
min.

First, they were asked to complete the self-
objectification questionnaire (SOQ; Noll &
Fredrickson, 1998). Participants were then
asked to view two video clips. They were in-
formed that they will be asked to respond to a
series of questions relative to the person appear-
ing in the video clips. Participants then watched
two short “personalizing” versus two “sexually
objectifying” video clips. Subsequently, partic-
ipants were told that:

In the context of relationships between men and
women, some ambiguous behaviors may be interpreted
as sexual harassment. In this study, we are also inter-
ested in how people perceive these behaviors. In this
context, we invite you to fill out the following
questionnaire.

Participants then filled a questionnaire as-
sessing general attitudes toward sexual harass-
ment. Finally, participants had to rate victim
and perpetrator blame after reading an ambigu-
ous sexual harassment scenario. At the end of
the questionnaire, participants mentioned their
gender, age, and sexual orientation.

Pretest of the video clips. We selected
four video clips (two personalizing and two
sexually objectifying video clips) in order to
manipulate sexual objectification of the video
clips presented to the participants. We found the
original video clips on YouTube. The two sets
of videos depicted Alexandra Stan and Anelia

(who are Romanian and Bulgarian singers, re-
spectively) in either a sexually objectifying or
personalizing way. For the sexually objectifying
video clips, we chose “Lollipop” (Alexandra
Stan, 2011a) and “Razdqlata” (Anelia, 2011).
We selected two personalizing video clips in-
volving the same singers: “Bitter Sweet” (studio
version, Alexandra Stan, 2011b) and “Look into
my eyes” (Anelia, 2010). We then edited the
original video clips. Except the woman in each
of the two objectified versus nonobjectified
video clips, no other characters appeared in
these video clips. Drawing on recent research
on sexual objectification (Gray et al., 2011;
Loughnan et al., 2010; Vaes et al., 2011), we
relied on a face-ism manipulation in order to
manipulate sexual objectification: in each of the
“personalizing” video clips, the women were
casually clothed, they were singing and the
camera mostly focuses on their faces (high face-
ism). In contrast, in the “sexual objectification”
condition, the women were scantily clothed
(miniskirt or underwear), they were singing and
sometimes dancing, and the camera mostly fo-
cuses on their sexualized bodies (low face-ism).
In order to isolate the effect of sexually objec-
tifying video clips from the potential effect of
music and lyrics on our dependent variables, we
cut the soundtrack associated with the video
clips. Indeed, previous studies have found that
music is likely to influence mood (Kenealy,
1988) and might thereby influence person per-
ception and social interaction judgments (For-
gas & Bower, 1987). Furthermore, we standard-
ized the duration of each video clips (90
seconds). The edited video clips are available
under request to the first author.

Then, 16 participants (10 women; M,y =
23.50 years; SD = 2.73) viewed the four clips
and were asked to respond to the following
question: “Was the woman appearing in this
video clip depicted as a sex-object?” (1 = “Not
at all” to 7 = “Very Much”). As predicted,
participants provided higher ratings to the
women appearing in the two “sexually objecti-
fying” video clips (M = 6.59, SD = .88) than
those appearing in the “personalizing” video
clips (M = 3.56, SD = 1.33), #(15) = —9.54,
p < .001. Note that participants who rated the
video clips did not participate in the experiment.

Manipulation check. Participants were
asked to indicate how sexually objectified the
woman appearing in the video clip was (“Was the
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woman appearing in this video clip depicted as a
sex-object?” with anchors 1 = “Strongly Disagree”
to 7 = “Strongly Agree”). At the end of the ques-
tionnaire, participants were asked to mention
whether they had already watched at least one of the
video clips before the experiment (“Yes” or “No”).

Self-Objectification Questionnaire. The
SOQ (Noll & Fredrickson, 1998) was used to
measure trait self-objectification—the extent to
which individuals considered five observable ap-
pearance-based attributes (i.e., physical attractive-
ness, weight, sex appeal, body measurements,
firm/sculpted muscles) to be more important than
five nonobservable competence-based attributes
(i.e., health, strength, energy level, physical coor-
dination, physical fitness). Participants were in-
structed to rank the 10 attributes as a function of
their impact on the participants’ physical self-
concept. SOQ scores were calculated by subtract-
ing the sum of five competence-based attributes
from the sum of appearance-based attributes. The
scores range from —25 to 25, with higher scores
reflecting higher self-objectification.

General attitudes toward sexual harassment.
We utilized the “Attitudes toward sexually ha-
rassing behavior” questionnaire (Lott, Reilly, &
Howard, 1982) that contains 11 items assessing
general attitudes toward sexual harassment
(e.g., “It is only natural for a man to make
sexual advances to a woman he finds attrac-
tive”; “An attractive woman has to expect sex-
ual advances and should learn how to handle
them”), a = .76. Participants were asked to
indicate the level of agreement with each item
on a five-point scale (ranging from 1 =
“Strongly Disagree” to 5 = “Strongly Agree”).

Sexual harassment scenario. We adapted
a sexual harassment scenario (Klein, Apple, &
Kahn, 2011) in French. Given that we tested our
hypothesis among a university students’ sam-
ple, this scenario was particularly relevant given
that it portrays a sexual harassment scenario in
which a senior graduate student sexually ha-
rasses a female student (see Appendix for the
French version of the scenario):

Anne is a sophomore at her university, and she is really
struggling with writing papers for classes. She went to
the student resource center and applied for weekly
tutoring sessions to improve her writing skills. John, a
senior graduating with honors in English, was assigned
as her tutor. He started tutoring through the Student
Resource Center last semester because he needed some
extra cash, and they pay a decent amount for the work
he does. John has now been tutoring Anne for about

half of the semester, once a week. In almost every
session, John makes some kind of comment to Anne
about how attractive she is, usually noting her hair, her
outfit, or her eyes. Anne always smiles and thanks John
for the compliment. Anne has just filed a complaint
with John’s supervisor about the comments that John
has been making to her after class. John isn’t the only
man who has commented on Anne’s appearance. Many
other men have told Anne how beautiful they think she
is. She always changed the subject, getting them back
on the topic they were supposed to be discussing. John
has been tutoring for the Student Resource Center for
over a year, and he has tutored many women during
this time. He often commented to each of them in
tutoring sessions that they are attractive women. None
of these women ever complained about John, and all of
them recommend him as a tutor to others.

Next, participants responded to eight items
concerning attributions of blame for both the
perpetrator and the harassed woman. These
items were selected and translated in French
from Klein et al. (2011). Four items aimed to
evaluate perpetrator blame (e.g., “John’s actions
were beyond the limits of acceptable behav-
ior”). Four other items assessed victim blame
(e.g., “Anne is partly to blame for the situa-
tion”). Participants indicated whether they
agreed or disagreed with each statement by rat-
ing each item on a seven-point rating scale, with
anchors 1 (Strongly Disagree) and 7 (Strongly
Agree). We computed two subscales for assess-
ing victim blame (o = .61) and perpetrator
blame (a = .85). Higher scores indicate greater
blame.

Social desirability. In order to ensure that
our results were not contaminated by self-
presentation strategies, we utilized the Mar-
lowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale Form C
(Reynolds, 1982) to measure social desirability.
The scale includes 13 items (e.g., “It is some-
times hard for me to go on with my work if I am
not encouraged”). Total scores range from zero
(low) to 13 (high social desirability). The mean
score was M = 5.23, SD = 2.53.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Univariate and bivariate statistics appear in
Table 1. As expected, we found a positive and
significant correlation between self-objectifica-
tion and general attitudes toward sexual harass-
ment, #(208) = .18, p = .0l1. Note that this
tendency was present (and even stronger)
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Table 1
Descriptive Univariate and Bivariate Statistics

M SD TSO TSH VB PB SD

TSO -1.16 1219 1 .18 .07 .00 —.09
TSH 257 .60 — 1 AT =247 — 16"
VB 371 116 — — 1 -.50" —.13
PB 370 149 — — — 1 12
SD 523 253 — @ — — — 1

Note. TSO = trait self-objectification; TSH = general

attitudes toward sexual harassment; VB = victim blame;
PB = perpetrator blame; SD = social desirability.
“p<.05 *p<.0l

among both male, r(110) = .28, p = .002, and
female participants, 7(96) = .32, p = .002. This
may seem surprising, but it just reflects that the
part of the variance explained by participant
gender in the overall correlation “diluted” the
relationship between the two variables. Further-
more, a negative significant correlation between
social desirability and general attitudes toward
sexual harassment, #(208) = —.16, p = .02, and
a nearly significant negative correlation be-
tween social desirability and victim blame,
r(208) = —.13, p = .052, were also noted.

A MANOVA examining the moderating role
of participant gender on the dependent variables
revealed that target gender indeed influences
ratings on the dependent variables, F(5, 204) =
17.20, p < .001. Consistent with research in
self-objectification (see Moradi & Huang,
2008), female participants report more trait self-
objectification (M = 1.18; SD = 10.85) than
male participants (M = —3.21; SD = 12.95),
F(1, 208) = 6.99, p = .009. Second, consistent
with a vast body of research that found that men
are more likely to display negative attitudes
toward female victims of sexual aggression (see
Grubb & Harrower, 2008, for a review), we
found higher scores on the victim blame sub-
scale among male participants (M = 3.93; SD =
1.14) compared with female participants (M =
3.45; SD = 1.14), F(1, 208) = 9.43, p = .002.
We observed the same pattern for the general
attitudes toward sexual harassment, F(1, 208) =
56.13, p < .001, with higher score on this scale
among male participants (M = 2.83, SD = .57)
than among female participants (M = 2.27,
SD = .51). Moreover, male participants’ ratings
on perpetrator blame were lower (M = 3.41;
SD = 1.44) than female participants’ ratings
(M = 4.04;, SD = 1.49), F(1,208) = 9.74, p =

.002. Finally, ANOVA revealed no effect of
participant gender on social desirability, F(1,
208) = .22, p = .64.

Manipulation Check

As predicted, participants rated the women
appearing in the two “sexually objectifying”
video clips as more depicted as a sex-object
(M = 6.36, SD = 1.01) than those appearing in
the “personalizing” video clips (M = 3.05,
SD = 1.39), F(1, 206) = 399.34, p < .001,
My = .66. No main effect of participant or
interaction between condition and participant
gender emerged, ps > .12. In addition, 28 par-
ticipants (18 men) of the present sample indi-
cated they had seen at least one of the two video
clips in another context than the present exper-
iment. This being said, excluding participants
that mentioned having already watched at least
one of the video clips (N = 28, 18 participants
in the sexual objectification condition) did not
alter the significance of the findings. We did not
exclude these 28 participants from the sample.
The statistical analyses reported in this paper
were thus conducted based on the entire sample.

Social Desirability

Social desirability was not affected by the
sexual objectification condition, F(1, 208) =
.03, p = .87, and did not interact with the sexual
objectification condition in any of the regres-
sion models presented below (all ps > .58). In
addition, including social desirability into our
three regression models did not alter the signif-
icance of our findings. Consequently, we did not
include social desirability in the following re-
gression models.

Effect of Sexually Objectifying Video Clips
and Self-Objectification Trait on Sexual
Harassment Perception

First, we hypothesized that participants
would display more positive attitudes toward
sexual harassment after watching sexually ob-
jectifying (vs. personalizing) video clips (Hy-
pothesis 1). Second, we hypothesized that the
level of trait self-objectification will predict tol-
erance toward sexual harassment of women,
with tolerance toward sexual harassment in-
creasing as a function of trait self-objectification
(Hypothesis 2).
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We used a step-by-step regression analysis
for each dependent variable (Aiken & West,
1991). In the first step, main effects of condition
(coded as —1 = Sexual objectification; 1 =
Personalization), participant gender (coded as
—1 = Women; 1 = Men), and trait self-
objectification (centered) were entered. In the
second step, we added the product terms cor-
responding to the two-way interactions. In the
third step, we added the three-way interaction
term. All equations and statistics appear in
Table 2.

General attitudes toward sexual harass-
ment (Model 1). In the first step, contrary to
Hypothesis 1, we did not find a main effect of
the sexual objectification condition, § = —.03,
t = —.44, p = .662. In contrast, consistent with
Hypothesis 2, we found a significant main effect
of self-objectification with tolerance toward
sexual harassment increasing when trait self-
objectification increases, 3 = .27,t = 4.48,p <
.001. Moreover, a main effect of participant
gender also emerged, B = .51, ¢t = 849, p <
.001, with higher tolerance toward sexual ha-
rassment among male participants. Finally, we
did not find a significant interaction between

sexual objectification and self-objectification,
B = .03, +t = .51, p = .611, and the other
interactions in steps two and three did not ap-
proach statistical significance (all ps > .39).
Victim blame (Model 2). Consistent with
Hypothesis 1, we found a main effect of sexual
objectification, 3 = —.18, ¢ = —2.66, p = .008:
participants rated the victim as more blamewor-
thy after watching sexually objectifying video
clips than personalizing video clips. Consistent
with Hypothesis 2, a trend of self-objectification
emerged, B = .12, t = 1.81, p = .071, with
victim blame increasing when trait self-
objectification increases. Furthermore, we
found a main effect of participant gender, 3 =
23, t = 340, p = .001, with more victim
blameworthiness attributed by male partici-
pants. Interactions in the second and third step
were not significant (all ps > .19).
Perpetrator blame (Model 3). In step one,
we found a main effect of participant gender:
male participants blame the perpetrator less than
female participants in step one, 3 = —.22, ¢ =
—3.19, p = .002. The other main effects in step
one, and interactions in steps two and three did
not reach statistical significance (all ps > .37).

Table 2
Regression Analysis
Regression models Step B t AR? P
Model 1 (General attitudes toward sexual harassment)
Sexual objectification (SexO) 1 -.03 -4 .662
Trait self-objectification (TSO) 1 27 4.48 <.001
Participant gender (PG) 1 51 8.49 282 <.001
SexO X TSO 2 .03 51 611
SexO X PG 2 —-05 -—.86 394
TSO X PG 2 =02 -—35 287 729
SexO X TSO X PG 3 —04 —066 280 507
Model 2 (Victim blame)
Sexual objectification (SexO) —.18 —2.66 .008

Trait self-objectification (TSO)
Participant gender (PG)
SexO X TSO
SexO X PG
TSO X PG
SexO X TSO X PG

Model 3 (Perpetrator blame)
Sexual objectification (SexO)
Trait self-objectification (TSO)
Participant gender (PG)
SexO X TSO
SexO X PG
TSO X PG
SexO X TSO X PG

12 1.81 .071
23 340 .086  .001
—1.29 198
. . 740
.06 79 .097 430
.03 38 .098  .703

N NN = ==
=
[\
(98]
W

1 .06 .84 401
1 -.05 —.70 482
1 —.22 —3.19 .050 .002
2 .02 25 .800
2 .03 45 .653
2 —-06 —289 .054 372
3 .03 36 .055 717
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Mostly consistent with hypothesis 1 and 2,
sexually objectifying media leads to more vic-
tim blame and self-objectification predicted
general attitudes toward sexual harassment as
well as victim blame regardless of participant
gender. In contrast, sexual objectification did
not affect either the perception of the male
harasser or general attitudes toward sexual ha-
rassment.

General Discussion

Departing from past research documenting
biased impression formation that takes place
when viewing sexualized images of women
(Loughnan et al., 2010; Vaes et al., 2011), this
paper examined the impact of sexually objecti-
fying media on the perception of women in a
real-life scenario. Objectification theory
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) indeed posits
that exposure to visual media that displays
women in sexually objectifying ways influences
people’s perceptions of women in real life. Con-
sistent with the latter proposition, our study
suggests that viewing sexually objectifying me-
dia contributes to evaluating a harassed female
victim as more to blame. In contrast, exposure
to sexually objectifying video clips did not shift
either perpetrator blame or general negative at-
titudes toward women’s sexual harassment. Fol-
lowing an exemplar-based perspective (cf.
Bodenhausen, Schwarz, Bless, & Wiinke, 1995;
Smith & Zarate, 1992), this pattern of results
suggests that participants may have evaluated
the woman in the scenario based on the recently
activated exemplar (i.e., the sexually objectified
target), specifically shifting evaluation of the
female target in the scenario instead of modify-
ing perception of the perpetrator blame and
more abstract knowledge structures such as gen-
eral negative attitudes toward sexual harass-
ment. Consistent with and extending the system
justification perspective on self-objectification,
we also found that trait self-objectification
among men and women predicts tolerance to-
ward sexual harassment. This important finding
suggests that self-objectification does not
merely reflect internalization of gender-based
inequalities, but also actively contributes to re-
inforce them.

Whereas we found that men and women’s
self-objectification was associated with atti-
tudes toward sexual harassment, the effect of

sexually objectifying video clips on tolerance
toward sexual harassment of women did not
interact significantly with trait self-objectifica-
tion. This is consistent with recent research
suggesting that exposure to benevolent and
complementary forms of sexism increases self-
objectification among women, but exposure to
hostile sexist cues does not affect these out-
comes (Calogero & Jost, 2011). Given that tol-
erance toward sexual harassment of women ap-
pears as an outcome of self-objectification,
future research should directly manipulate the
benevolent versus hostile media content to
which viewers are exposed and examine
whether trait self-objectification moderates their
effect on the perception of indicators of gender-
based inequalities such as sexual harassment
behaviors. From a system justification perspec-
tive, one may expect that trait self-objectifica-
tion would predict higher tolerance toward sex-
ual harassment of women after watching media
conveying benevolent—but not hostile—forms
of sexism.

In line with research on self-objectification
that explored the antecedents (Fairchild & Rud-
man, 2008) and the many costs of self-
objectification for women (Moradi & Huang,
2008), this paper invites the development of a
novel line of research that would examine the
hitherto understudied outcomes of self-objecti-
fication (e.g., sexual harassment, rape procliv-
ity, sexual adversarial beliefs), which reflect
gender-based inequalities. Specifically, given
that we found that people with high trait self-
objectification are likely to display more toler-
ance toward sexual harassment and to display
more negative attitudes toward a harassed vic-
tim after watching sexually objectifying media,
this paper also invites further investigation of
the role of self-objectification in the process of
objectification of women. In this view, a crucial
next step would be to examine whether self-
objectification is specifically linked to more
positive attitudes toward sexual mistreatment of
women (e.g., rape perception) or related to der-
ogation of women’s rights more generally (e.g.,
nonsexual violence, inequalities in hiring deci-
sions). Finally, we did not find an effect of
exposure to objectifying video clips on general
attitudes toward sexual harassment, possibly be-
cause general attitudes are more stable and less
malleable. Nevertheless, it is plausible that lon-
ger and stronger exposure to such media may
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modulate general attitudes toward sexual ha-
rassment (Aubrey et al., 2011).

We manipulated sexual objectification as the
amount of space dedicated to the woman’s sex-
ualized body versus her face in the segments of
video clips we selected. Although we found the
expected significant difference in sexual objec-
tification ratings between the two sets of video
clips, future research might benefit from con-
trolling potential target features—not related to
the sexualized body—that may contribute to a
focus on target sexuality even in the personal-
ized condition (e.g., flirty facial expressions).
The female targets used in our objectification
video clips where thin and sexualized. Nonethe-
less, recent research suggests that body size
plays a role in dehumanization and objectifica-
tion. In a recent study, Holland and Haslam
(2013) found that overweight women were per-
ceived as having more moral values and mental
states compared with female thin targets and
those wearing revealing clothing. In this view,
future studies should investigate whether tar-
get’s characteristics—such as body size—are
likely to temper the effect of sexually objecti-
fying media on attitudes toward sexual harass-
ment of women. Relatedly, singers appearing in
the video clips convey idealized beauty stan-
dards. It might be of interest to orthogonally
manipulate target sexual objectification and tar-
get attractiveness in order to assess the respec-
tive role of beauty standards and sexualization
on the attitudes toward women in real life.
Moreover, the woman in the real life harass-
ment scenario was attractive. Future research
should examine whether victim and perpetrator
attractiveness modulate the effect of sexually
objectifying video clips on people’s perceptions
of sexual harassment, as previous research
showed that within an identical harassment con-
text, attractive women are more likely to be
harassed and attractive perpetrators are per-
ceived as less harassing (Golden, Johnson, &
Lopez, 2001).

The results we reported in this paper were not
contaminated by social desirability. In a similar
vein, future research should nonetheless include
probe questions in order to ensure that partici-
pants’ answers were not primed in a particular
direction due to the design of the study. The
reliability of the victim blame scale was low.
Our victim blame scale only contains four items
and we know that Cronbach’s alpha is notori-

ously susceptible to the number of items in a
measure as well as reflecting consistency only
among unidimensional items (Peter, 1979). In
this view, if we had generated 16 more parallel
items by using the Spearman-Brown proph-
ecy formula to the four existing items, reli-
abilities would have translated to .86 to .89.
Alternatively, given that Cronbach’s alpha is
highly sensitive to a very small (or very large)
number of items, researchers have proposed
to look at the raw mean interitem correlation
as a statistical marker of internal consistency,
with a mean interitem correlation falling in
the range of .20 to .40 reflecting a good in-
ternal consistency (see Briggs & Cheek,
1986; Clark & Watson, 1995). Using this
criterion, all our items are positively corre-
lated, and we found a mean interitem corre-
lation of .28, which highlights that our scale
has a satisfactory internal consistency. More-
over, the victim blame scale displays good
construct validity (i.e., positive correlation
between general attitudes toward sexual ha-
rassment and victim blame and a negative
correlation between victim blame and perpe-
trator blame scale). This is relevant with re-
gard to reliability as well given that an unre-
liable measure cannot be valid. Hence, the
victim blame scale displays satisfactory reli-
ability and good construct validity.

We solely relied on sexually objectifying ver-
sus personalizing video clips because both men
and women broadly consume this type of media
since childhood (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001).
Nonetheless, in line with research showing that
sexual objectification of women in visual media
(Aubrey et al., 2011) and videogames (Dill et
al., 2008) is associated with adversarial sexual
beliefs and negative attitudes toward women, it
is very plausible that sexual objectification of
women conveyed by other types of media
would lead to a similar effect on tolerance to-
ward sexual harassment.

Concluding Remarks

Our paper showed that sexual objectification
conveyed in the media is likely to influence the
way people perceive sexual harassment perpe-
trated toward women. Extending the integration
between objectification theory and system jus-
tification theory, we also illuminated the active
role of self-objectification in the perpetuation of
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the status quo in gender-based inequalities. We
hope that this paper will provide a suitable
platform to conduct novel research integrating
media consumption, objectification, and dis-
crimination.
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Appendix

French Version of the Scenario

Anne est une étudiante de deuxieme année a
Iuniversité, et elle a beaucoup de difficultés a
rédiger les travaux demandés dans le cadre de
ses cours. Elle s’est adressée au Centre d’Aide
aux Etudiants et s’est inscrite aux sessions heb-
domadaires de tutorat, afin d’améliorer ses com-
pétences rédactionnelles. John, un diplomé avec
mention grande distinction en anglais est le
tuteur qui lui a été assigné. Il a commencé a
donner des séances de tutorat lors du dernier
semestre car il avait besoin d’un peu d’argent
supplémentaire, et le Centre le rémunere bien
pour le travail qu’il fournit. John est le tuteur de
Anne depuis maintenant trois mois environs; il
la rencontre une fois par semaine. Pratiquement
lors de chaque séance, John fait a Anne des
commentaires concernant le fait qu’il la trouve
attirante, évoquant généralement ses cheveux,
sa tenue, ou ses yeux. Anne sourit toujours, et
remercie John pour le compliment. Anne vient

juste de déposer une plainte aupres du superv-
iseur de John, concernant le commentaire que
John lui a fait apres la séance. John n’est pas le
seul homme a avoir commenté 1’apparence
d’Anne. Beaucoup d’autres hommes ont dit a
Anne a quel point ils la trouvent belle. Elle
changeait toujours de sujet, les ramenant au
point de la discussion qu’ils étaient supposés
discuter. John a travaillé pour le Centre d’Aide
aux Etudiants pendant plus d’un an, et il a été le
tuteur de nombreuses femmes durant cette pé-
riode. Il leur disait souvent, au cours des sé-
ances, qu’elles étaient des femmes attirantes.
Aucune de ces femmes ne s’est jamais plainte
de John, et toutes 1’ont recommandé aux autres
comme tuteur.
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