
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Archives of Sexual Behavior (2023) 52:1617–1629 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-023-02560-3

ORIGINAL PAPER

The Effect of Sexual Objectification on Dishonesty

Kai‑Tak Poon1   · Hill‑Son Lai1 · Rheal S. W. Chan1

Received: 7 September 2022 / Revised: 7 February 2023 / Accepted: 10 February 2023 / Published online: 28 February 2023 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2023

Abstract
In daily life, women often experience various forms of sexual objectification such as being stared at in public settings and 
receiving unsolicited sexual remarks on social media. These incidents could have damaging effects on women’s physical and 
mental health, necessitating ways to respond to the experience. Researchers have provided burgeoning evidence demonstrat-
ing the effects of sexual objectification on various psychological, emotional, and cognitive outcomes. However, relatively 
few researchers have tested how sexually objectified people behaviorally react to the objectification experience. To address 
this knowledge gap, we aimed to test whether sexual objectification increases dishonesty among women and reveal one 
potential underlying psychological mechanism. We predicted that sexual objectification increases dishonesty serially through 
higher levels of relative deprivation and lower levels of self-regulation. We conducted two experiments (valid N = 150 and 
279, respectively) to test the predictions and found that participants who experienced sexual objectification reported greater 
dishonest tendencies than those who did not (Experiments 1 and 2). Moreover, relative deprivation and self-regulation seri-
ally mediated the effect of sexual objectification on dishonesty (Experiment 2). In the current experiments, we highlight the 
essential role of relative deprivation and self-regulation in explaining how sexual objectification increases dishonesty and 
various related forms of antisocial behavior.
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Introduction

Despite efforts to combat gender inequality in the past cen-
tury, many societies and cultures still find breaking such rigid 
norms difficult. Even in relatively liberal countries, females 
often report experiencing harassment and maltreatment in 
different settings (Holland et al., 2017; Kozee et al., 2007). 
One such example is women’s experience of sexual objec-
tification whereby they are treated as tools to fulfill men’s 
sexual desires (Nussbaum, 1999). These incidents, ranging 
from receiving harassing appearance-related comments to 
being solely recognized based on sexual functions, are highly 
prevalent in women’s social experiences (Fredrickson & Rob-
erts, 1997; Holland et al., 2017). Therefore, it is crucial to 
examine their impacts.

Previous research has identified a myriad of negative 
correlates and outcomes of sexual objectification victimiza-
tion, including mental health issues (Fredrickson & Rob-
erts, 1997), interpersonal problems (Teng & Poon, 2020), 
disordered eating (Holmes & Johnson, 2017), and insomnia 
(Jiang et al., 2022). In addition, being sexually objectified 
threatens women’s fundamental need satisfaction, causing 
them to feel lonelier and decreasing their self-regulation abil-
ity (Dvir et al., 2021). However, relatively little research has 
tested how women may behaviorally respond to their objec-
tification experiences. In the present research, we argued 
that encountering sexual objectification increases women’s 
relative deprivation and lowers their self-regulation, thereby 
increasing dishonesty.

Objectification and Relative Deprivation

Relative deprivation refers to people’s feelings of resentment 
and anger when they perceive themselves as being deprived 
of a desired or deserved outcome compared to similar oth-
ers (Callan et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2012). These similar 
others may be similar in numerous different ways, including 
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gender, workplace roles, or cultural background. Previous 
research has often examined stable intrapersonal factors that 
predispose individuals to feel relatively deprived, such as 
subjective socioeconomic status (Greitemeyer & Sagioglou, 
2016), neighborhood disadvantage (Dennison & Swisher, 
2019), and low-income perception (Burraston et al., 2019). 
However, relative deprivation has also been conceptualized 
as being based on situational appraisals (Smith & Pettigrew, 
2014); therefore, its antecedents at the state level should also 
be considered. Past studies have demonstrated some situ-
ational factors that influence state-level relative deprivation, 
including personal identity salience cues (Kawakami & 
Dion, 1993) and materialistic cues (Zhang & Zhang, 2016). 
Further, an experimental paradigm involving participants 
imagining that they receive help was found to increase their 
state relative deprivation when the help was from someone 
of a higher status and when the type of help reinforced the 
status discrepancy rather than encourage self-reliance (Zhang 
et al., 2020). Despite these findings, insufficient research has 
investigated whether interpersonal maltreatment could be a 
situational risk factor for state relative deprivation. In the pre-
sent research, we aimed to fill this knowledge gap by examin-
ing whether sexual objectification, a highly prevalent form 
of interpersonal maltreatment, may increase state relative 
deprivation.

Sexual objectification occurs in everyday social interac-
tions when women are primarily evaluated based on their 
appearances, which are separated from their personalities, 
to satisfy others’ sexual desires (Holland et al., 2017; Nuss-
baum, 1999; Szymanski et al., 2011). The process of sexual 
objectification often dehumanizes women, labeling them as 
inferior (LeMoncheck, 1985). Objectification theory (Fre-
drickson & Roberts, 1997) posits that women may perceive 
themselves based on the observers’ perspective and are 
motivated to align with these social expectations, leading to 
feelings of shame and anxiety. Being objectified also leads 
to feelings of social rejection (Dvir et al., 2021), decreases 
sexual satisfaction (Clapp & Syed, 2021), and increases psy-
chopathological symptoms (Holmes & Johnson, 2017; Jiang 
et al., 2022).

Moreover, according to self-determination theory, 
individuals have intrinsic basic psychological needs for 
autonomy and competence in order to actualize their 
potential (Ryan & Deci, 2000); however, objectification 
obstructs the satisfaction of these needs (e.g., Poon et al., 
2020a; Vaes et al., 2011). Objectification denies the target 
of autonomy because their wishes are not respected and 
are overshadowed by the fulfillment of the perpetrator’s 
desires (Nussbaum, 1999). In addition, experiencing sexual 
objectification leads to perceptions of the target as less 
competent among themselves (Loughnan et al., 2017) and 
others (Heflick & Goldenberg, 2014). Therefore, by thwart-
ing the needs for autonomy and competence, objectification 

also obstructs targets’ pursuits of self-actualization (Smith 
et al., 2012), such as their growth, development, well-
being, and potential (Nussbaum, 1999).

Given these extensive outcomes, we argued that expe-
riencing sexual objectification and its consequences may 
elicit feelings of being relatively deprived compared to 
similar others who are not perceived to experience objec-
tification. For example, in the context of workplace or 
school sexual objectification, an objectified woman may 
feel deprived in comparison to colleagues or classmates 
who are not perceived to be objectified. The target of objec-
tification in this context may view that nonobjectified col-
leagues or classmates are evaluated based on the quality 
of their work rather than their appearances, causing anger 
or resentment over being denied the treatment given to 
these similar others. It is noteworthy that the similar others 
against whom objectified women compare themselves may, 
in fact, experience objectification as well; however, relative 
deprivation is based only on the perception of depriva-
tion compared to similar others (Smith & Pettigrew, 2014). 
Thus, an objectified target may feel relatively deprived even 
when compared to other objectified individuals so long as 
the objectified target does not recognize the similar others 
as being objectified.

To our knowledge, no prior empirical studies have 
directly examined the effect of sexual objectification on 
women’s feelings of relative deprivation, but indirect evi-
dence lends support to such a prediction. For example, 
sexually objectified women have been shown to perceive 
themselves as having reduced social power (Shepherd, 
2019), which has been associated with feelings of relative 
deprivation (Kim et al., 2017). Moreover, the satisfaction 
of basic psychological needs has been demonstrated to be 
negatively associated with experiences of relative depri-
vation (Xie et al., 2018). Because sexual objectification 
thwarts the satisfaction of basic needs (Dvir et al., 2021), 
we expect that it should also be related to relative depri-
vation. Further, women who experienced workplace gen-
der discrimination, such as being denied promotions and 
training opportunities on the basis of gender, were shown 
to feel more relative deprivation when comparing them-
selves to men across two studies (Triana et al., 2019). Given 
that sexual objectification of women may be considered 
one kind of gender discrimination (Brinkman & Rickard, 
2009; Sáez et al., 2019), despite not being included in the 
above research, this study indirectly supports our predic-
tion that objectification predicts relative deprivation. Alto-
gether, these findings give credence to the role of sexual 
objectification in provoking women’s feelings of relative 
deprivation. Thus, in the present research, we sought to 
experimentally examine whether female victims of sexual 
objectification would perceive higher relative deprivation 
than their nonobjectified counterparts.
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Sexual Objectification, Relative Deprivation, 
and Self‑Regulation

The pleasure principle posits that people are constantly moti-
vated to obtain immediate pleasures and benefits (Laplanche 
& Pontalis, 2018). However, such desires may violate per-
sonal and societal norms or standards over time. Therefore, 
to facilitate social harmony and avoid being punished, one 
must suppress desires for these short-term benefits for more 
long-term gains (Ciarocco et al., 2012). To achieve this, 
self-regulation, which refers to intentionally altering one’s 
self-oriented desires to meet personal and societal standards 
(Baumeister & Vohs, 2016), is required as an essential cogni-
tive process.

Because self-regulation is effortful, much motivation and 
attention are needed when executing it (Baumeister & Vohs, 
2016; Gillebaart, 2018). Instead of a one–off achievement, 
self-regulation often requires frequent small acts of inhibiting 
moods, urges, and thoughts, a concept that is supported by 
the strength model of self-control (Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 
2013). Extensive research has shown that self-regulation is 
correlated with various long-term positive outcomes, includ-
ing better academic performance (Troll et al., 2021), lower 
aggression (Agbaria, 2021), a higher tendency to forgive (Liu 
& Li, 2020), and better physical and psychological health 
(Miller et al., 2011). Therefore, researchers have asserted 
that self-regulation efforts are required to control impulses 
and attain long-term benefits.

The relative deprivation objectified women experience 
when they are denied full human attributions and opportu-
nities may result in reduced self-regulation in two ways. First, 
objectified women may devote more available resources to 
processing and ruminating on their perceived relative dep-
rivation because, as past research has suggested, relative 
deprivation is related to mental preoccupation with justice 
(Callan et al., 2008). This leaves less of one’s limited cogni-
tive resources for self-regulation. Second, their feelings of 
deprivation may cause them to feel that they are not reaping 
the benefits of self-regulation, leading them to perceive these 
efforts as pointless and, instead, selectively reduce self-regu-
lation (Bandura, 1999). As a result, objectified women may 
morally disengage and behave in ways that satisfy their cur-
rent impulses, even at the expense of future costs (Bandura, 
1999; Stephens, 2018).

Our prediction that relative deprivation may reduce self-
regulation has received some indirect support. In one experi-
mental study (Sim et al., 2018), relatively deprived partici-
pants faced difficulty resisting the temptation to consume 
delicious high-calorie food, showing weaker self-regulation 
and disregard for their long-term health. Importantly, pre-
vious studies have found that experiencing sexual harass-
ment may increase binge eating (e.g., Buchanan et al., 2013). 
Low self-regulation may also manifest as other maladaptive 

behaviors following sexual objectification and relative depri-
vation. A gambling experiment revealed similar results, with 
relative deprivation increasing people’s preference for imme-
diate gratification that earned smaller rewards (Callan et al., 
2011). More generally, both correlational and experimental 
studies have revealed that relative deprivation is positively 
associated with variables that result from self-regulation fail-
ures, such as impulsivity (Kuo & Chiang, 2013), aggression 
(Greitemeyer & Sagioglou, 2016), smoking (Kuo & Chiang, 
2013), risk-taking (Keshavarz et al., 2021), and poor deci-
sion-making (Suh & Flores, 2017). Based on these theoretical 
and empirical precedents, we proposed that increased relative 
deprivation should mediate the effect of sexual objectification 
on women’s self-regulation.

Dishonesty as a Behavioral Outcome of Sexual 
Objectification

Dishonesty refers to the chain of deceptive thoughts and 
actions that are often ethically questionable and lacking in 
integrity when pursuing a goal (Gerlach et al., 2019). The 
costs of dishonesty are high and wide-reaching. On the indi-
vidual level, dishonesty may result in decreased self-esteem 
and increased high-arousal negative emotions, such as anger, 
guilt, and shame (Lee et al., 2019); meanwhile, dishonesty 
also has the social cost of broken relationships (Wang et al., 
2011). These costs extend to larger scales with occupational 
fraud being found to cost an average of 5% of company rev-
enues worldwide (Duch et al., 2020). Given these dire social 
and personal costs, examining factors that increase people’s 
dishonest tendencies and revealing the underlying psycho-
logical mechanisms are essential to create effective inter-
ventions. In the current research, we predicted that sexual 
objectification increases relative deprivation and reduces 
self-regulation, and that they play a crucial role in influenc-
ing the objectification–dishonesty link.

People are often tempted to behave dishonestly when 
given a chance to obtain benefits and fulfill their desires. 
However, they may be motivated to restrain their behaviors 
because they foresee the undesirable consequences of dishon-
esty, such as the punishments for lying, for example being 
labeled as untrustworthy (Curtis, 2021; Schweitzer et al., 
2006), or breaking valuable relationships (Wang et al., 2011), 
and view them as outweighing the benefits of lying (Behnk 
et al., 2018). Therefore, people often try to self-regulate and 
keep their dishonest urges in check to avoid being punished or 
negatively judged. According to this premise, when a person 
has high self-regulation, they are less likely to behave dis-
honestly. In contrast, when a person’s self-regulation is low, 
they are more prone to dishonest behavior.

The prediction that reduced self-regulation increases 
dishonest behavior has received empirical support. For 
example, experimental studies have shown that higher 
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self-regulating abilities directly decrease tendencies of gen-
eral and academic dishonesty (Gotlib & Converse, 2010; 
Mead et al., 2009; Yu et al., 2017). Moreover, research has 
also found that low self-regulation could lead to financial 
dishonesty (e.g., fraud, tax avoidance; Khatwani & Goyal, 
2019), unethical leadership behavior (e.g., engage in dic-
tatorship, falsifying information; Joosten et al., 2014), and 
higher acceptance of infidelity (Ciarocco et al., 2012).

Altogether, existing theories and empirical findings 
allow us to predict that reduced self-regulation increases 
dishonesty. Our theoretical model explicates a pathway 
illustrating that sexual objectification increases relative 
deprivation and reduces self-regulation. Subsequently, 
sexually objectified individuals should be more likely to 
behave dishonestly. Thus, we hypothesized that relative 
deprivation and self-regulation serially mediate the effect 
of objectification on dishonesty.

Current Experiments

Prior ethical approval for the current research was granted 
by the Institutional Review Board of the authors’ university. 
We conducted two experiments to test the effect of sexual 
objectification on dishonest tendencies (Experiments 1 and 
2) and the underlying psychological mechanism (Experi-
ment 2). Specifically, we tested two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1  Sexual objectification increases dishonest 
tendencies.

Hypothesis 2  Increased state relative deprivation and low-
ered state self-regulation serially mediate the effect of sexual 
objectification on dishonesty.

Experiment 1

Method

In Experiment 1, we tested whether sexual objectification 
increases dishonesty. Based on the existing research on 
sexual objectification (e.g., Karsay et al., 2018) and dis-
honesty (e.g., Gerlach et al., 2019), we expected a medium 
effect size for the current experiment (d = 0.5). Results of 
a G*power 3.1.9.2 power analysis (Faul et al., 2009) indi-
cated that the study required 128 participants to detect a 
medium effect size (d = 0.5) and adequate power (80%) at 
the α = 0.05 level. Thus, we planned to recruit at least 64 
participants for each condition.

Participants

Participants were American women recruited from CloudRe-
search, an online platform that aids researchers in collecting 
representative data (Eyal et al., 2022). At the start of the 
study, participants needed to pass a reCAPTCHA check to 
prevent bots from contaminating our data (Von Ahn et al., 
2008). A total of 159 female participants completed this 
experiment for a small monetary reward. They were ran-
domly assigned to either the sexual objectification or control 
condition. Nine participants were excluded from our analyses 
because they failed to pass the attention check. Keeping these 
participants in the analyses would not substantially influ-
ence the reported findings. The final sample consisted of 150 
participants (Mage = 34.27; SD = 10.39). The racial composi-
tion of this sample was 68.0% White, 12.7% Black, 12.0% 
Hispanic, 3.3% Asian, and 4.0% other.

Procedure

Participants were informed that this experiment was about 
online first impressions. The experiment took around 10 min 
to complete and took place entirely on Qualtrics. After pro-
viding their informed consent, participants were exposed 
to the sexual objectification manipulation, which has been 
widely used in past studies (e.g., Poon & Jiang, 2020; Teng 
et al., 2015). Specifically, participants were first instructed 
to set up a simulated social media account by uploading a 
full-body portrait to our server, which they were told would 
be shared with an ostensible online male partner. We tried 
to make it resemble a real-life interaction on social media. 
The simulated social media page from this manipulation 
can be seen in more detail in Appendix 1 of the Supple-
mentary Material. Participants were led to believe that their 
interaction partner on the simulated social media site was 
engaging in synchronous interaction with them, but in real-
ity, the entire interaction was pre-programmed. There were 
no specific criteria for the image uploaded other than being 
required to include the participant’s full body. In addition, 
participants were prompted to write a short bio of at least 30 
words to introduce themselves to their partners. Participants 
exchanged profiles with their partner and had the chance to 
view their partner’s portrait and carefully read their introduc-
tion. Then, our participants wrote down their first impression 
of their partner using at least 30 words, and were told that 
their partners were also writing their own first impression of 
the participant. Participants’ responses were validated based 
on their achievement of the minimum length for the bio and 
the first impression. Next, they were prompted to read their 
partner’s first impression of them. Participants’ sexual objec-
tification experience was manipulated through their partner’s 
feedback. Those in the sexual objectification condition read 
the following (in part): “You have a gorgeous body, and 
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the body proportion is absolutely perfect (especially those 
boobs). You have nice legs too, they are very sexy.” In con-
trast, participants in the control condition read the following 
(in part): “I can tell that you are a very communicative per-
son after reading your self-introduction, and you sound very 
polite and knowledgeable as well. I am sure you get along 
with people around you easily, and they must be fortunate 
to find a friend like you.” Afterward, participants responded 
to four manipulation check questions. Finally, participants 
completed a hypothetical negotiation task to assess their dis-
honest tendencies (Piff et al., 2012). Participants were then 
thanked and debriefed. Specifically, participants were told 
that the entire interaction was not real, and was computer 
simulated. They were further informed of the true purpose 
of the experiment. Contact information of the investigator 
was also given to them so that they could ask any questions 
they might have.

Measures

Manipulation Checks  Participants responded to four items 
(“I feel more like a body rather than a real person,” “I feel 
as if my body and my identity are separate things,” “I feel I 
am viewed more like an object, rather than a human being,” 
and “It is only my body not my personality that caught the 
other’s attention”; 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). 
These items were adapted from previous studies (e.g., Poon 
& Jiang, 2020; Teng et al., 2015), and participants’ responses 
were averaged to check the effectiveness of the manipulation 
(α = 0.88).

Dishonesty  Participants were asked to imagine themselves 
in a situation where they must represent their company to 
negotiate a low-salary job with a potential candidate. The 
candidate desired to remain in the same position for at least 
2 years and would accept a lower salary if they were ver-
bally promised job stability. However, the participants knew 
that the vacancy was only a short-term position and the can-
didate’s employment would certainly be terminated after 
6 months. However, no other suitable candidate was avail-
able at the moment, and the current applicant was not aware 
of this information. Participants were further informed that 
an end-of-year bonus would be granted if the negotiation was 
successful. In contrast, a failure to refill the position in time 
would negatively affect their annual appraisal. Participants 
then indicated their inclination (given as a percentage from 
0 to 100%) to hide the true information from the candidate if 
he or she specifically asked about job security. This measure 
has been popularly adopted by researchers to measure state-
level dishonesty (e.g., Clerke et al., 2018; Li et al., 2019; Piff 
et al., 2012; Poon et al., 2013). Their response would serve as 
a measure of dishonesty, with higher percentages reflecting 
greater dishonest tendencies.

Results

Manipulation Checks

Participants in the objectification condition (M = 5.21, 
SD = 1.28) indicated they felt more objectified compared to 
participants in the control condition (M = 3.82; SD = 1.88), 
t(148) = 5.28, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.86, 95% confidence 
interval (CI) of the mean difference [0.87 to 1.91]. Therefore, 
our sexual objectification manipulation was effective.

Dishonesty

We predicted that sexual objectification increases dishonesty. 
As predicted, participants in the objectification condition 
(M = 41.24, SD = 24.77) were more likely to hide the true 
information compared to participants in the control condition 
(M = 31.00, SD = 25.95), t(148) = 2.47, p = 0.015, Cohen’s 
d = 0.40, 95% CI of the mean difference [2.05 to 18.43].

Discussion

Experiment 1 provided initial support for our prediction that 
sexual objectification increases dishonesty, with participants 
in the sexual objectification condition having showed a higher 
tendency to lie during the negotiation task than participants 
in the control condition. In the current study, we advanced 
existing knowledge by offering the first experimental find-
ing that sexual objectification increases dishonest tendencies. 
Although the finding of Experiment 1 was straightforward, 
the psychological mechanism underlying the effect of sexual 
objectification on dishonesty remained unclear. Thus, we 
conducted another experiment to address this issue. In addi-
tion, the manipulation of sexual objectification in this experi-
ment relied on participants believing in the authenticity of the 
partner’s profile and response. This may have been influenced 
by information and materials included in the participants’ 
created profiles; for example, they may have included self-
objectifying information or poorly lit photographs in which 
their bodies could not be clearly seen. It was desirable to 
adopt another paradigm to manipulate objectification and 
another measure to assess state-level dishonesty to increase 
the external validity of the findings. Therefore, in Experiment 
2, we adopted a new manipulation and measure.

Experiment 2

In Experiment 2, we aimed to extend the findings of Experi-
ment 1 by testing the psychological mechanism underlying 
the effect of sexual objectification on dishonesty. Specifi-
cally, we predicted that increased state relative deprivation 
and lowered state self-regulation would serially mediate the 
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effect of sexual objectification on dishonesty. Importantly, 
these variables have all been demonstrated to be influenced 
at the state level in prior research (e.g., Ciarocco et al., 2012; 
Poon et al., 2013; Zhang & Zhang, 2016).

For Experiment 2, we opted for a different manipulation 
of sexual objectification to address potential confounds with 
that used in Experiment 1, such as the believability of the 
partner responses and the possibility that participants may 
have included self-objectifying information in their profiles. 
In addition, we hoped to enhance the external validity of 
the present research by utilizing a different manipulation 
of sexual objectification as this phenomenon may occur 
across many domains and contexts in real life. For example, 
instances of sexual objectification may vary along the lines 
of the controllability of the experience (e.g., targets of sexual 
objectification on a social media platform may log off or 
cease interactions with the perpetrator) and the nature of the 
relationship between the target and the perpetrator of sexual 
objectification (e.g., a stranger on a social media platform 
compared to a colleague). Thus, we adopted a new sexual 
objectification manipulation to account for some of these 
differences in the experiences of sexual objectification in 
real life. Further, we opted for a new measure of state dis-
honesty in Experiment 2. Given that dishonesty may occur 
through behaviors other than verbal deception, as described 
in the measure used in Experiment 1, we hoped to capture 
participants’ tendencies to carry out other forms of dishonest 
behavior. Thus, we adopted a new measure which asked par-
ticipants about their tendencies to carry out various behaviors 
involving a lack of ethics and integrity beyond telling a lie.

Based on the results of Experiment 1, we expected a 
medium effect size in Experiment 2. Using Monte Carlo sim-
ulation (Schoemann et al., 2017), the power analysis revealed 
that 250 participants were required to detect a medium effect 
(rs = 0.3, SDs = 0.1) with 80% power. Thus, we planned to 
recruit at least 125 participants in each condition.

Method

Participants

Participants were American women recruited from CloudRe-
search. All passed a reCAPTCHA check before proceeding 
to the study materials. A total of 303 female participants 
completed this experiment for a small monetary reward. 
They were randomly assigned to either the sexual objecti-
fication or control condition. We excluded 24 participants 
from our analyses because they failed to pass the attention 
check. Keeping these participants in the analyses would not 
substantially influence the reported findings. The final sam-
ple consisted of 279 participants (Mage = 40.97; SD = 13.50; 
10 unreported). The racial composition of the sample was 

73.2.% White, 9.3% Asian, 8.9% Black, 5.9% Hispanic, and 
2.6% other.

Procedure

Participants were informed that the experiment involved ele-
ments of imagination. This experiment took around 10 min to 
complete and took place on Qualtrics. Upon providing their 
informed consent, participants were exposed to the sexual 
objectification manipulation, which has been widely adopted 
in past studies (e.g., Poon & Jiang, 2020; Shepherd, 2019). 
Specifically, participants were asked to imagine themselves 
as a new employee at a company. Participants in the objec-
tification condition were instructed to imagine themselves 
receiving appearance-related compliments from their col-
leagues, including, “Your skin tone and skin complexion are 
great as well. You also have an amazing butt. Your body 
shape looks very nice.” In contrast, participants in the con-
trol condition imagined themselves receiving neutral, non-
appearance-related compliments, including, “You seem to 
be a sweet-tempered, energetic, and optimistic person. Your 
easy-going personality makes people feel comfortable talking 
with you and enjoy having conversations with you.” Next, 
participants completed the manipulation check items and 
well-validated measures assessing their state relative depri-
vation and state self-regulation.

Finally, participants completed the measure of dishonest 
tendencies. Compared to Experiment 1, participants in this 
experiment were required to react and indicate their dishon-
est tendencies in multiple scenarios. Although dishonesty is 
often thought of as verbal deception (as in Experiment 1), 
participants in this experiment may indicate their dishon-
est tendencies in a broader scope with reference to various 
types of dishonest behaviors across different contexts. After 
completing this measure, participants were thanked and 
debriefed, similar to Experiment 1.

Measures

Manipulation Checks  The same manipulation check items 
used in Experiment 1 were implemented to check the effec-
tiveness of the sexual objectification manipulation in this 
experiment (α = 0.91).

Relative Deprivation

Participants completed a 5-item well-validated measure of 
state relative deprivation from previous studies (e.g., Callan 
et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2017). Participants rated their agree-
ment with statements such as “I feel deprived when I think 
about what I have compared to what other people like me 
have” (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Responses 
were reverse-coded when necessary and averaged, with 
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higher scores indicating greater feelings of relative depriva-
tion (α = 0.80).

Self‑Regulation

Participants also completed a 10-item measure of state self-
regulation from past research (e.g., Ciarocco et al., 2012; 
Gailliot et al., 2012; Poon et al., 2020b), indicating how true 
they felt each statement was (1 = not true; 7 = very true). A 
sample item is “If I were tempted by something right now, 
it would be very difficult to resist.” The collected responses 
were reverse-coded when necessary and averaged to index 
state self-regulation (α = 0.88).

Dishonesty

Participants’ dishonest tendencies were examined using a 
measure adapted from prior research (Piff et al., 2012). This 
measure has also been frequently adopted in past research to 
assess dishonest tendencies (e.g., Clerke et al., 2018; Poon 
et al., 2013; Tang et al., 2018). Participants imagined them-
selves as the main character in various scenarios and indi-
cated their likelihood of performing certain dishonest behav-
iors to satisfy their self-interest. For example, in one scenario, 
participants were asked to imagine that they found a wallet 
unattended on the street with $2000 in it. Neither CCTV nor 
any bystanders were nearby. Then, they would indicate their 
tendency to take the money instead of handing it in (1 = very 
unlikely; 7 = very likely). Participants’ responses on various 
items (e.g., taking expensive office stationery for personal 
use, taking undeserved money from the petty cash drawer, 
submitting a blank document to boss and claiming it was 
an unintentional mistake to buy more time to complete the 
document, and falsifying a resume for a job application) were 
averaged to index their dishonesty (α = 0.72).

Results

Manipulation Checks

Participants in the objectification condition (M = 6.04, 
SD = 1.00) indicated stronger feelings of objectification com-
pared to their counterparts in the control condition (M = 2.65; 
SD = 1.45), t(277) = 22.83, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 2.73, 95% 
CI of the mean difference [3.11 to 3.69]. Therefore, our sex-
ual objectification manipulation was effective.

Relative Deprivation and Self‑Regulation

We predicted that sexual objectification increases relative 
deprivation and decreases self-regulation. As predicted, 
participants in the objectification condition (M = 3.32, 
SD = 1.26) demonstrated stronger feelings of relative 

deprivation than participants in the control condition did 
(M = 2.87; SD = 1.12), t(277) = 3.13, p = 0.002, Cohen’s 
d = 0.37, 95% CI of the mean difference [0.17 to 0.73]. More-
over, sexually objectified participants (M = 5.07, SD = 1.26) 
reported lower self-regulation than control participants did 
(M = 5.61, SD = 1.08), t(277) =  − 3.83, p < 0.001, Cohen’s 
d = -0.46, 95% CI of the mean difference [− 0.82 to − 0.26].

Dishonesty

We predicted that sexual objectification increases dishonesty. 
As predicted, participants in the objectification condition 
(M = 3.28, SD = 1.16) reported higher dishonest tendencies 
compared to participants in the control condition (M = 2.97, 
SD = 0.97), t(277) = 2.40, p = 0.017, Cohen’s d = 0.29, 95% 
CI of the mean difference [0.06 to 0.56].

Serial Mediation Analysis

We predicted that relative deprivation and self-regulation 
serially mediate the effect of sexual objectification on dis-
honesty. We conducted a bootstrapping serial mediation 
analysis with 5000 iterations using the PROCESS macro 
(Model 6; Hayes, 2013). The conditions were coded either 
as 1 (objectification condition) or − 1 (control condition). The 
results showed that this serial mediation model could explain 
8.90% of variance in dishonesty.1 Moreover, a significant 
serial mediation effect through relative deprivation followed 
by self-regulation was found because the 95% CI did not 
include zero (0.001 to 0.05; see Fig. 1). The effect of sexual 
objectification on dishonesty became statistically insignifi-
cant after controlling for the influences of relative deprivation 
and self-regulation (p = 0.177). Altogether, these findings 
provided direct empirical evidence supporting the predic-
tion that the effect of sexual objectification on dishonesty is 
serially mediated by relative deprivation and self-regulation.

General Discussion

Honesty is one of the most important virtues in human 
interactions, with fables such as The Boy Who Cried Wolf 
educating children from a young age about the morality of 

1  We conducted an additional simple mediation analysis (Model 4; 
Hayes, 2013) to examine whether self-regulation mediated the effect of 
sexual objectification on dishonesty. The results showed that this sim-
ple mediation model could explain 7.73% of variance in dishonesty. 
Moreover, a significant simple mediation effect through self-regulation 
was found because the 95% CI did not include zero (0.02 to 0.10). The 
results revealed that the serial mediation model reported in the main 
document could explain more variance in dishonesty than the simple 
mediation model could.
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telling the truth and the punishments of lying. Despite the 
importance society places on honesty, we often find ourselves 
living in a world filled with lies; people around us might 
behave dishonestly or fail to live up to a promise, which could 
cause irretrievable damage to social relationships (Wang 
et al., 2011). The motives behind dishonest behavior and its 
underlying mechanisms are often complicated. Researching 
beyond the effect of personality traits or known situational 
factors, we investigated whether sexual objectification, a 
highly prevalent form of interpersonal maltreatment that 
women often experience, may promote dishonesty through 
increased relative deprivation and reduced self-regulation.

The results of the current research provide converging 
support to our predictions. We found that participants who 
experienced sexual objectification reported higher relative 
deprivation, lower self-regulation, and stronger dishonest 
tendencies than those who did not experience objectifica-
tion. Importantly, we identified one potential psychological 
mechanism underlying the effect of sexual objectification on 
dishonesty by showing the serial mediation effect of relative 
deprivation and self-regulation on the objectification—dis-
honesty link.

Implications of the Current Research

Our experiments advance existing theories and knowledge 
in three ways, while also providing some important clinical 
implications. First, our research pioneers the first experimen-
tal evidence, to our knowledge, showing that sexual objectifi-
cation increases dishonesty, enhancing understanding of the 
adverse outcomes caused by sexual objectification. Given the 
high prevalence of sexual objectification in women’s lives, it 
is essential to thoroughly investigate its outcomes to facilitate 
victims’ healthy coping following an objectification episode. 
For instance, previous clinical and experimental research has 
shown that sexual objectification leads to eating disorder 
symptoms (Holmes & Johnson, 2017), aggression (Poon & 

Jiang, 2020), alcohol use (Baildon et al., 2021), and sexual 
risk-taking behavior (Drake et al., 2021). Although these out-
comes cause immediate- or long-term harm to the objectified 
victim and others around them, dishonesty is a phenomenon 
that is more commonly observed compared to engagement 
in addictive behaviors. Dishonesty may also be an important 
factor in promoting these other outcomes; for example, dis-
honesty has been demonstrated to be common among those 
with substance abuse problems and eating disorders as a 
way to minimize perceptions of their problem and protect 
themselves (Farber, 2020). In addition, instead of affecting 
one’s physical and mental health, dishonesty also has dire 
consequences in interpersonal relationships and could even 
threaten societal well-being. Therefore, the social impacts 
of sexual objectification on victims could also be interpreted 
through the current findings.

Second, our research also discovers risk factors that moti-
vate people to behave dishonestly. Previous research has 
shown that dishonesty can be predicted by high acceptabil-
ity of lying (McLeod & Genereux, 2008), low self-esteem 
(Dai et al., 2002), and strong psychopathy (Muñoz & De Los 
Reyes, 2021). Moreover, victims of various forms of mal-
treatment, such as unfairness (Zitek et al., 2010), ostracism 
(Poon et al., 2013), and bullying (Hasebe et al., 2021), are 
more likely to behave dishonestly. The present findings elabo-
rate on this by identifying sexual objectification as another 
predictor of dishonest behavior. Our findings could encour-
age practitioners to look for ways to prevent dishonest behav-
ior through mitigating the effects of sexual objectification.

Third, in the current experiments, we identified one poten-
tial psychological mechanism underlying the effect of sexual 
objectification on dishonesty, which carries both practical 
and theoretical implications. Our research demonstrated that 
victims of sexual objectification are more likely to become 
dishonest due to the perception of relative deprivation and 
a subsequent reduction in self-regulation. By revealing the 
underlying factors that drive sexually objectified women’s 

Fig. 1   The effect of sexual 
objectification on dishon-
esty was serially mediated 
by relative deprivation and 
self-regulation (Experiment 2) 
Note. Coefficients are unstand-
ardized with standard errors in 
parentheses. +p < .10, *p < .05, 
**p < .01, ***p < .001 .22 (.07)***

-.55 (.05)***

-.15 (.06)* .12 (.06)+

c' = .08 (.06)

-.15 (.06)*

Sexual
Objectification

Relative 
Deprivation 

Self-regulation

Dishonesty
c = .15 (.06)*
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dishonesty, practitioners can devise intervention programs 
to reduce these tendencies, and perhaps support healthier 
and more productive coping responses. Future research may 
test whether interventions that focus on reducing objectified 
women’s relative deprivation and/or increasing their self-
regulation may weaken their dishonesty.

Given the extensiveness of negative outcomes of sexual 
objectification, we highlight the importance of reducing the 
prevalence of sexual objectification experienced by women. 
Although individual-level resistance methods have been sug-
gested, such as wearing loose-fitting clothes (Fredrickson & 
Roberts, 1997), past studies have found that women may be 
objectified regardless of their clothing (Hollett et al., 2022) 
or whether they possess an average or ideal body type (Ger-
vais et al., 2012). Thus, taken together with our findings on 
the consequences of sexual objectification, this emphasizes 
the need for culture-level changes to reduce the experience 
of sexual objectification (see Szymanski & Carr, 2011, for 
a review).

More broadly, the proposed theoretical model that sexual 
objectification leads to increased relative deprivation and 
reduced self-regulation may carry implications beyond dis-
honesty. When women are frustrated after episodes of sexual 
objectification, they may possess strong feelings of relative 
deprivation, thus losing or selectively reducing control in 
suppressing their maladaptive urges in general. This specula-
tion is consistent with previous studies that have shown sex-
ual objectification increases women’s aggressive responses, 
especially toward the perpetrator (e.g., Burnay et al., 2019; 
Poon & Jiang, 2020; Sáez et al., 2019). The aggressive behav-
iors may function as a way to yield benefits for the victim, 
such as the feeling of relief (Bushman et al., 2001). Simi-
larly, previous findings have shown that sexual objectification 
increases an array of impulsive behaviors, such as alcohol 
consumption (Baildon et al., 2021), binge eating (Buchanan 
et al., 2013), and risky sexual decision-making (Drake et al., 
2021). The increase in relative deprivation and lowered self-
regulation may also serve as the underlying mechanisms 
between sexual objectification and other impulsive behaviors; 
thus, interventions addressing these mediators may mitigate 
other maladaptive impulsive behaviors as well. These specu-
lations await further research evidence.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Several limitations within the current experiments may pro-
vide a guide for future research. First, we must recognize the 
limitations of the methodology used for the present research. 
The online administration of both experiments may limit the 
control over the manipulations used. Although we utilized 
attention checks and other validation strategies for partici-
pants’ responses, there may be confounds that arose as a 
result of the online administration of the present experiments. 

Moreover, the change in sexual objectification manipulation 
paradigms and dishonesty measures used between Experi-
ment 1 and 2 may bring into question the validity of our find-
ings. While the change in sexual objectification manipulation 
in Experiment 2 was done to address potential confounds 
with that used in Experiment 1 as well as to avoid the need 
for deception, this change may have influenced the internal 
validity of the present research, constraining our ability to 
draw conclusions. Further, the dishonesty measures used in 
Experiments 1 and 2 assess different conceptions of dishon-
esty. Although we aimed to capture dishonest tendencies 
more broadly, this difference may suggest that the measure 
used in Experiment 2 pertains less to state dishonesty, instead 
measuring a distinct related construct. Thus, it is ideal for 
future research to adopt methods which offer more control 
and consistency in measuring dishonesty and manipulating 
sexual objectification, while avoiding deception. In doing 
so, future research may help to enhance the validity and reli-
ability of the present findings.

Second, although we revealed that increased relative 
deprivation and reduced self-regulation serially mediate the 
relationship between sexual objectification and dishonesty, 
other undiscovered psychological processes may also poten-
tially explicate the objectification—dishonesty link. Previous 
research has suggested that those with social anxiety (Orr & 
Moscovitch, 2015) and deprived self-esteem (Liang et al., 
2020) also show higher tendencies to tell lies or cheat. Future 
research may test whether a potential increase in social anxi-
ety or decrease in self-esteem following sexual objectifica-
tion may account for the effect of sexual objectification on 
dishonesty.

Third, we did not consider the role of personality factors 
in influencing the effect of sexual objectification on dishon-
esty in our experiments. Previous studies have indicated that 
people with low emotional intelligence (Huffman, 2019) and 
high neuroticism (Hart et al., 2020) tend to behave more dis-
honestly following interpersonal maltreatment. In contrast, 
people high in agreeableness and conscientiousness (Giluk 
& Postlethwaite, 2015) are less likely to behave dishonestly 
in similar situations. A conducive next step would be adopt-
ing a person–situation approach by testing whether various 
personality factors may potentially strengthen or weaken the 
effect of sexual objectification on dishonesty.

Fourth, the consequences of sexual objectification may 
vary according to situational cues and context (Baildon et al., 
2021; Szymanski et al., 2011). In the current experiments, we 
only manipulated the presence or absence of sexual objectifi-
cation episodes, neglecting the nuances of such experiences 
along different dimensions, including motive, severity, and 
relationship between the target and perpetrator. It remains 
unknown whether these factors may influence the appearance 
of dishonest tendencies following sexual objectification. Fur-
ther nuance exists among the targets of sexual objectification. 
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For example, some studies have found that individuals may 
enjoy sexualization or attempt to elicit body gaze (Hollett 
et al., 2022; Liss et al., 2011), whereas other studies have 
found that targets’ beliefs, such as sex-is-power beliefs and 
benevolent sexism, moderated the effects of sexual objecti-
fication (Gervais et al., 2016; Jiang et al., 2022). Therefore, 
individual differences may exist in the perception of relative 
deprivation following instances of sexual objectification. 
More research evidence is needed to explore potential moder-
ating effects of varying contexts of sexual objectification and 
individual differences. Addressing this question could aid 
future advances in current knowledge and theories. Moreo-
ver, this additional evidence could contribute to the design 
of effective interventions for victims of sexual objectification 
according to individual differences.

Finally, in the present research, only American women 
participated in the experiments, neglecting potential cultural 
differences in responses to sexual objectification. Fredrick-
son and Roberts (1997) acknowledged cultural differences in 
women’s experiences of sexual objectification. However, past 
research has had mixed results when looking at cultural dif-
ferences in the nature and prevalence of sexual objectification 
(Loughnan et al., 2015; Wollast et al., 2018). Further research 
is required to investigate possible cultural differences among 
the consequences of sexual objectification for the target to 
enhance our understanding of this phenomenon.
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