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Abstract Using thematic analysis of interview data, the present study assessed teen
girls’ and young adult women’s attitudes toward posting sexualized profile photos
on Facebook. In addition, sexualization behaviors depicted in participants’ profile
photos were examined. Participants overwhelmingly disapproved (either in a
reluctant or a clear manner) of posting a profile photo of oneself in underwear on
social media. A somewhat different pattern emerged in attitudes about posting a
swimsuit photo in which specific conditions were laid out determining whether
swimsuit photos were acceptable or not. Sexualization cues in profile photos were
generally low. Findings suggest that posting a sexualized photo on social media
comes with relational costs for girls and women. Strategies for educating young
people about new media use and sexualization are discussed.

Keywords Sexualization - Objectification - Media - Social networking - Social
media

Introduction

The sexualization of girls and women is widespread in today’s media environment.
Three major reports from the UK, U.S., and Australia have documented its
prevalence and negative consequences (American Psychological Association [APA]
2007; Papadopoulos 2010; Rush and La Nauze 2006). It is, therefore, well-
documented that girls/women routinely see sexiness encouraged and rewarded
through mass media. New media, such as social media, which are user-created and
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highly popular among young people, are also a context for sexualization (Manago
2013; Ringrose 2011; Ringrose et al. 2013). Recent evidence demonstrates that teen
girls witness and enact sexiness on social media (Ringrose 2011). Yet, girls and
young women risk negative social consequences in portraying themselves in a
sexualized manner online (Bailey et al. 2013; Baumgartner et al. 2015; Daniels and
Zurbriggen 2016; Manago et al. 2008). Thus, girls/young women are in the
paradoxical position of experiencing social and cultural pressure to be sexy while
simultaneously risking penalties for this behavior. The present study examined
adolescent girls’ and young adult women’s attitudes about themselves and peers
posting sexualized photos on social media. In addition, we investigated sexualiza-
tion behaviors depicted in participants’ own profile photos. Our aim was to better
understand attitudes and behaviors related to sexualization in new media from the
perspective of girls and young women at different stages of development. The
combination of attitudinal and behavioral data is a unique contribution of the
present study.

Sexualized Culture

Renewed concerns about the impact of sexualization in the media and consumer
culture on girls and young women have been voiced in academic circles and in
popular culture over the past 1015 years. Researchers have documented increases
in sexualization in media aimed at young people (APA 2007; Graff et al. 2013;
Hatton and Trautner 2011), and journalists have brought the prevalence of
pornography use (Paul 2005) and raunch culture to the public’s attention (Levy
2005). More recently, scholars have debated whether sexual agency or empower-
ment among adolescent girls and young women is possible in Western contexts that
objectify women’s bodies as a dominant practice (see special issue Sex Roles 2012;
Bay-Cheng 2012; Gill 2012; Lamb and Peterson 2012; Murnen and Smolak 2012;
Tolman 2012). On one side of the debate are proponents of the view that the current
sexualized climate affords girls and women opportunities to express themselves
sexually in ways that they find subjectively powerful and pleasurable which is
empowering (e.g., Peterson 2010). On the other side of the debate are those who
argue that equating subjective pleasure with empowerment ignores cultural
practices, including sexism and patriarchy, as well as marketplace forces that
routinely objectify and commodify women’s bodies (e.g., Levy 2005; Lamb 2010).
Thus, an individual may experience sexualized behavior (e.g., pole dancing) as
pleasurable, but the broader society reads such behavior through the lens of the male
gaze and denigrates women engaged in sexualized behavior as mere sexual objects.
Whereas theorizing about this issue is critically important, in the present study, we
brought adolescent girls and young women’s voices to the fore by investigating their
attitudes about sexualization through the use of interview data.

In the present study, we also brought the issue of sexualization to a context that is
highly important to young people—social media. Approximately 89 % of U.S. teens
use social media with Facebook as the most popular site used by 71 % of teens
(Lenhart 2015). Similar patterns are true for young adults (ages 18-29) (Social
networking fact sheet 2014). Further, social media play a central role in peer
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relationships among adolescents and young adults (boyd 2014; Pempek et al. 2009;
Special and Li-Barber 2012) including for use in initiating, reinforcing, and
dissolving dating relationships (Baker and Carrefio 2015; Subrahmanyam and
Greenfield 2008). Therefore, social media are integral to young people’s peer and
romantic relationships. Accordingly, social media are contexts in which youth
attempt to attract the interest of their peers, possibly through self-sexualizing
behaviors such as posting photos of sexualized body parts (see Manago 2013;
Ringrose 2011).

Prior research with adult women (mean age = 24) has demonstrated that self-
sexualizing acts can be read as either empowered or as needy grabs for attention by
women with poor self-esteem, suggesting that the meaning associated with
sexualized behavior is subject to varying interpretations (Thompson and Donaghue
2014). Thus, there is no common understanding of what constitutes an accept-
able versus problematic self-sexualizing behavior. In the present study, we
investigated girls’ and young women’s attitudes toward two behaviors that could
be perceived as acceptable or problematic self-sexualizing behavior—posting a
swimsuit photo on social media and posting an underwear photo on social media.

Objectification Theory

Motives for engaging in self-sexualizing behaviors in online spaces and attitudes
toward girls/women who do so should be considered in light of cultural attitudes
toward women’s bodies. Objectification theory argues that Western societies
routinely sexually objectify the female body (Fredrickson and Roberts 1997,
McKinley and Hyde 1996). Women’s bodies are scrutinized as objects for the
pleasure and evaluation of others, specifically men (and boys). This sexual
objectification can occur within interpersonal and social encounters as well as
through experiences with visual media. As a result of this cultural pressure, many
girls and women self-objectify, focusing on how their bodies appear rather than
what they can do. The extent to which a society endorses sexual objectification is
related to the likelihood of girls/women engaging in self-sexualizing practices, such
as posting sexualized photos on social media, intended to increase their heterosexual
appeal regardless of possible costs associated with enacting a sexualized appearance
(Smolak and Murnen 2011).

To date, research has primarily focused on negative attitudes (e.g., less
competent, less determined, less intelligent, less agentic, having less self-respect,
being less fully human, less moral, and being more sexually experienced) levied
against women and girls depicted in a sexualized manner (Cikara et al. 2011;
Daniels 2012; Daniels and Wartena 2011; Graff et al. 2012; Gurung and Chrouser
2007; Heflick and Goldenberg 2009; Loughnan et al. 2010). Only a few studies have
examined the relationship between holding sexualized beliefs and girls’ self-
perceptions and behaviors. McKenney and Bigler (2014a) found that girls (ages
10-15) high in internalized sexualization (defined as the belief that being sexually
attractive to males is an important part of the self) wore more sexualized clothing
(Study 1) and reported higher levels of body surveillance and body shame (Study 2)
compared to girls low in internalized sexualization. Girls high in internalized
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sexualization also earned lower grades and standardized test scores than their peers
(McKenney and Bigler 2014b; Study 1) and prioritized physical appearance over
studying in a behavioral task (Study 2). Together these findings demonstrate clear
costs to girls/’women who are portrayed in a sexualized way and costs to girls who
hold beliefs that their sexual attractiveness is centrally important. In the present
study, we examined how sexualized behavior is perceived in a context important to
young people, social media.

Sexualized Media Environment

Today’s mass media routinely present sexually objectified portrayals of women (see
Collins 2011 for a review). For example, in a study of the top 20 best-selling video
games in the U.S., Downs and Smith (2010) found that female characters were
significantly more likely to be shown partially nude, depicted wearing sexually
revealing and inappropriate clothing, and possessing unrealistic body proportions
compared to male characters. Similar patterns have been found in music videos
where female artists are more likely to be sexually objectified than male artists are
in pop, hip hop, and R&B genres (Aubrey and Frisby 2011). This is especially true
for Black female artists (Frisby and Aubrey 2012; Ward et al. 2013). Women are
likely to be sexually objectified even in children’s television shows and family films
(Smith et al. 2012) as well as sport media (Daniels and LaVoi 2013). At this point,
the number of studies documenting this phenomenon in mass media is substantial
(see APA 2007). Far less research has been conducted on the prevalence of
sexualization on social media. We located just two content analyses of sexualization
on social media. Hall et al. (2012) analyzed 24,000 MySpace.com profile photos
belonging to women ages 18—49. Overall, rates of self-sexualization were fairly low
with revealing clothing being the most common practice (15 % of sample). Of note,
data were collected in the winter and it is not clear whether time of year impacted
the findings. Self-sexualization was more common among young women compared
to older women. In a study of 400 profiles on a popular teen chat site, Kapidzic and
Herring (2015) found that teen girls were more likely to post pictures in which they
were wearing revealing dress or were partially undressed (48.7 %) than were boys
(25.8 %). Together these patterns reveal that young people today regularly see
girls/women portrayed in sexualized ways in both traditional and new media they
consume on a daily basis.

A substantial body of evidence also exists that demonstrates relationships
between consuming sexually objectifying mass media and negative outcomes
including stereotypical attitudes toward gender roles; stronger acceptance of the
belief that women are sex objects; more accepting attitudes toward sexual
harassment, date rape, and teen dating violence; and body image concerns among
girls and women (for reviews see Ward 2016; Ward et al. 2013, 2014). We located
just one study examining the relationship between exposure to sexualization on
social media and adolescent outcomes. van Oosten et al. (2015) found that exposure
to others’ sexy self-presentations was unrelated to Dutch teens’ sexual attitudes, but
was related to their sexual behaviors. However, more research is clearly necessary
to understand the impact exposure to sexualization on social media has on young
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people especially given their heavy engagement with this media form and the
potential for sexualization to occur in new and dynamic ways in this context. For
example, until recently there was an iPhone app, called Pikinis, which identified
people individuals designated as friends on Facebook who had swimsuit photos on
their profile (Notopoulos 2015). The app was shut down for violating Facebook’s
terms of use. Nevertheless, this app as well as others, such as Kik, Yik Yak, and
Snapchat known as places for sexual interaction among young people (Sales 2016),
demonstrate how evolving technology could create additional pressure on girls and
young women, specifically, to engage in self-sexualization in new media forms.

Age Differences

Self-objectification is apparent in some girls as early as grade school (Grabe et al.
2007; Lindberg et al. 2006). Despite these findings, the developmental trajectories
of self-objectification and self-sexualization have not yet been articulated in the
research literature (see Smolak and Murnen 2011). For example, it is not clear
whether self-objectification spikes during particular periods of development,
perhaps at the onset of puberty, and then attenuates, or whether there is a linear
increase in self-objectification over time. Similarly, perhaps self-sexualization
increases at specific points in adolescence, such as the onset of dating, and then
varies with relationship status. These questions should be addressed in future
research. In the present study, we examined possible age differences in girls/young
women’s attitudes toward sexualized content on social media.

Present Study

Through the use of interviews, the present study investigated teen girls’ and young
adult women’s attitudes toward the use of sexualized photos on social media. We
investigated attitudes toward two types of photos: (a) a swimsuit photo, and (b) an
underwear photo. In addition, we examined sexualization behaviors depicted in
participants’ own profile photos. It is clear that there is significant sociocultural
pressure on girls and young adult women to portray themselves in sexualized ways in
the U.S., especially from the mass media and consumer culture. Yet, there are also
clear costs to doing so. Accordingly, we did not set forth a priori predictions about
participants’ attitudes. Instead, we used a methodology that would allow us to listen to
girls’ and young women’s voices on an issue they contend with regularly as a function
of being a girl/woman in the U.S.—sexualization. In addition, we framed this issue in
a context that is a central feature of young people’s lives—social media. Finally, we
examined possible age differences.

Method
Participants

A convenience sample of 112 adolescent girls and young adult women (13-25 years
old, M = 18.56, SD = 3.40) was used in the present study which is part of a larger
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investigation assessing adolescent girls and young adult women’s social networking
practices. We grouped participants into three age groups including early teens
(13-16 year-olds; n = 41), late teens (17-20 year-olds; n = 36), and young women
(21-25 year-olds; n = 35). Participants were recruited in Central Oregon through
announcements at a youth-serving summer program, in Psychology courses at a
high school and two colleges, and through a posting on a local page of
Craigslist.com. Because the number of individuals who qualified for the study
(girls and women ages 13-25 who use Facebook) was unknown, it was not possible
to accurately report response rates.

Participants were primarily European-American (70.5 %) with 6.3 % Latina,
0.9 % Native American/American Indian, 0.9 % African-American/Black, 0.9 %
Asian American/Pacific Islander, 0.9 % other ethnicity, and 19.6 % reporting
multiple ethnicities. The sample is somewhat more diverse than the population of
the county in which the data were collected. In the 2013 census, 88.1 % of
individuals in this county reported being White alone, not Latino/Hispanic (U.S.
Census Bureau 2015).

Adolescents were asked to report their parents’ level of education. The average
parental level of education was some college including community college for both
mothers and fathers (n = 4 participants reported not knowing their mothers’ level of
education; n = 2 participants reported not having a father; n = 9 participants
reported not knowing their fathers’ level of education). Level of education varied
among the young adult women. Most reported that they attended some college
including community college (n = 32) (n = 1 attended some high school; n = 8
graduated high school; n = 7 graduated from a 4-year college; n = 4 postgraduate
study or degree).

After the study procedure was explained to all participants, girls gave assent and
young adult women gave consent to participate. Participants under 18 were required
to obtain parental consent in advance of participation in the study. Participants were
compensated with a gift certificate to a local movie theater for volunteering their
time.

Procedure

In a private room on a college campus in 2011-2012, participants completed an
online survey while alone and then were interviewed individually by a member of
the research team (n = 5 undergraduate women and the first author). In addition, the
information page of their Facebook profile and the album of profile photos were
saved via screenshots (n = 3 participants did not want their Facebook profiles saved
for the study; these participants were excluded from analyses of profile photos).
Note that Facebook changed from an older format to the current Timeline format
during the end of data collection. A minority of participants had the Timeline format
when they were interviewed (n = 13). Interview questions about posting photos in a
swimsuit or underwear on Facebook constitute the central focus of the present
study; these questions were posed to all participants regardless of whether they
wanted their profile photos saved.
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Measures
Facebook Usage

Participants were asked to report their Facebook usage with three items. They were
asked about the frequency of their use with the item “how many days during a
typical week do you log-on to Facebook?” and the intensity of their use with two
items including “how many minutes per day do you spend on Facebook on a
weekday” and “how many minutes per day do you spend on Facebook on weekend
days.” All three items were presented in an open-ended format so that participants
typed in their responses.

Demographics

Participants were asked to report their age, ethnicity, whether they were a high
school student or not, and their/their parents’ level of education.

Interview Questions

Participants were asked the following five questions: (a) Why do teen girls/young
women use swimsuit or underwear pictures as their profile photo?; (b) Do you think
it’s OK to post a profile photo of yourself in a swimsuit?; (c) Do you think it’s OK to
post a profile photo of yourself in underwear?; (d) What is your opinion of another
girl/young woman who would post a profile photo of herself in a swimsuit?; and
(e) What is your opinion of another girl/young woman who would post a profile
photo of herself in underwear?

Coding of Interviews

Themes for the content of interviews were inductively-derived (Boyatzis 1998;
Braun and Clarke 2006) (the coding scheme is available by request from the first
author). An undergraduate research assistant reviewed all of the interviews and
identified themes present in responses. The first author then created definitions of
these themes and trained coders using ten interviews that are not included in the
present sample. Coders were two female undergraduate research assistants.
Disagreements in coding were resolved through discussion. Inter-rater reliability
within teams was calculated using the kappa statistic.

Responses to four sexualization questions were coded into five categories.
Questions include: (a) Do you think it’s OK to post a profile photo of yourself in a
swimsuit?; (b) Do you think it’s OK to post a profile photo of yourself in
underwear?; (c) What is your opinion of another girl/young woman who would post
a profile photo of herself in a swimsuit? and; (d) What is your opinion of another
girl/young woman who would post a profile photo of herself in underwear?
Response categories include: unclear judgment (0) which includes statements in
which the participant’s attitude about posting a type of photo is not clear; approval
(1) which includes statements that the photo is OK or the participant has no
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judgment/is indifferent; conditional approval/disapproval (2) which includes
statements in which the participant states particular conditions under which a
photo is OK (e.g., with my friends at the lake) and contrasts that with conditions
under which a photo is not OK (e.g., posed in the bathroom trying to look sexy);
reluctant disapproval (3) which includes statements that express disapproval but
hedge the judgment in some way (e.g., she probably doesn’t have good guidance at
home) or states that the photo is OK but I would not post such a photo; and, clear
disapproval (4) which includes statements that express clear disapproval of the
photo with no softening of this judgment.

Participants’ rationales of their judgments about the photos were also coded.
Only themes present in at least 10 participants’ responses are described below.
Themes were coded as present (1) or absent (0). For the inappropriate theme, the
participant stated that a swimsuit/underwear photo is inappropriate, weird, and/or
sends a bad message. For the privacy theme, the participant stated that a swimsuit/
underwear photo is meant to be private and/or for the bedroom; implies that social
networking sites (SNS) are not private; or states she does not want to reveal/show
her body. For the seeking sexual attention theme, the participant stated that posting
a swimsuit/underwear photo is asking for sexualized attention from men/boys or
attracts the wrong kind of attention. For the general attention theme, the participant
stated that posting a swimsuit/underwear photo is asking for attention/positive
feedback from others. For the character indictment theme, the participant made a
negative attribution about moral character based on a swimsuit/underwear photo
(e.g., she is a slut), and/or described how the photo would cause a loss of respect for
the person and possibly termination of a relationship. For the relationship concern
theme, the participant referenced a romantic partner’s or family member’s
disapproval. For the body image concern theme, the participant stated that she is
not confident about/comfortable with her body. For the body image confidence
theme, the participant stated that a girl or woman must have confidence in her body
to post a swimsuit/underwear photo. Finally, for the respect theme, the participant
stated that a swimsuit/underwear photo is disrespectful to oneself.

A similar approach was taken to coding an introductory question about motives
for sexualization intended to warm participants up to the topic before asking about
their own behaviors and attitudes toward other girls/women. In responses to the
question “why do teen girls/young women use swimsuit or underwear pictures as
their profile photo?,” just two themes were present in at least 10 participants’
responses. For the attention/exposure theme, the participant stated that the photo
was selected to get sexual interest/attention from boys/men, to show off her
sexuality, to show off/get positive feedback about her body, or to get attention in
general. For the negative self-image theme, the participant stated that the girl/young
woman is insecure or has low self-esteem.

Finally, responses across all five interview questions were coded for two global
evaluations. For the long-term implications theme, a participant discussed a long-
term consequence of Facebook behavior (e.g., might be embarrassed later about
what you posted when you were 18). For the structural/feminist analysis theme, a
participant discussed the impact of cultural norms on girls’/young women’s
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Facebook behavior (e.g., sexual double standard that penalizes women for being
sexual while praising men for the same behavior).

Coding of Photos

A sample of each participant’s profile photos was coded for the content of the photo
and sexualization cues for photos that featured the participant. The profile photo
currently in use and a sample of up to 10 additional photos were coded (fewer than
10 photos were coded for participants who had fewer than 10 photos in their profile
photo album). The sample was created by numbering all of the photos in a
participant’s profile photo album and using a random number generator to select up
to 10 different photos. Coders for content and sexualization cues were four female
undergraduate research assistants (not involved in the coding of the interview
questions) who worked in teams of two; each team coded half of the sample. Inter-
rater reliability within teams was calculated using the kappa statistic. Kappas are
reported as a range representing the two teams. Disagreements in coding were
resolved through discussion. Inter-rater reliability across teams was assessed by
having both teams code a subset of the dataset (n = 107 photos). Inter-rater
reliability was below threshold (k = .70) for two coding categories (mouth and
pose). Therefore, the first author and a female graduate student coded 100 % of the
sample for those categories (kappas for these categories reported below are from
this coding). Disagreements in coding were resolved through discussion.

Themes for the content of the photos were primarily inductively-derived
(Boyatzis 1998; Braun and Clarke 2006). An undergraduate research assistant
reviewed all of the photos in the dataset and identified patterns in the types of
photos, e.g., photo of the self, photo of the self in a group of people. In addition,
because of their relevance to objectification theory we created three additional
categories including (a) whether the photo depicted the participant actively engaged
in a physical activity; (b) whether the photo depicted the participant engaged in a
hobby, and; (c) whether the photo depicted the participant in graduation regalia.
These photos depict: (a) what one can do with one’s body, (b) who one is as a
person, and (c) what one has achieved; all of which represent non-objectified
portrayals of the self. Non-objectified portrayals contrast with objectified portrayals,
which focus on how one appears. Definitions of themes were created and coders
were trained on photos from 10 individuals not included in the present sample.
Themes present in at least 10 % of photos are described and reported. Inter-rater
reliability for the content theme ranged from k¥ = .90-.93.

For photos depicting the participant, sexualization cues were coded using a
modified version of Hatton and Trautner’s (2011) coding scheme (available by
request from the first author). Hatton and Trautner’s (2011) study examined
sexualization cues on the covers of Rolling Stone magazine. Five characteristics
were coded including head versus body shot, pose, clothing/nudity, touch, and
mouth. Higher scores represent increased objectification.

Head versus body shot (k = .90-.93) was coded as head only (0 points), full or
3/4th body (1), above the waist only (2), below the waist only (3), and body part (4).
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Scoring for objectification increased as the photo progressively focused more on the
target’s body and ultimately eliminated her personhood by excluding her face.

Pose (k = .85) was coded as non-sexual (0), e.g., standing upright; somewhat
sexual (1), e.g., suggestive head tilt; and very sexual (2), e.g., sitting with legs
spread open.

Clothing/nudity (x = .80-.85) was coded as unrevealing (0), e.g., body is
completely covered; slightly revealing (1), e.g., shirt with modestly low neckline;
somewhat revealing (2), e.g., short shorts; highly revealing (3), e.g., midriff
showing; bikini/lingerie body not clearly visible (4), e.g., photo is from a distance;
bikini/lingerie body clearly visible (5), e.g., photo clearly depicts girl/woman in a
bikini/lingerie, and nude (6).

Touch (x = .88-.89) was coded as no touching (0), e.g., not touching another
person; non-sexual touching (1), e.g., head is touching another person’s head in a
non-sexual way; somewhat sexual touching (2), e.g., hugging a male peer; clearly
sexual touching (3), e.g., kissing a male or female peer on the mouth.

Mouth (x = .81) was coded as not suggestive of sexual activity (0), e.g., smiling;
somewhat suggestive of sex (1), e.g., “duck face;” and explicitly suggestive of sex
(2), e.g., licking a lollipop in a sexualized way.

Finally, a composite score, called sexualization total, was created that summed
the scores of the five sexualized characteristics.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Participants reported logging on to Facebook most days of the week (M = 5.61,
SD = 1.87). During the week, they averaged almost an hour on Facebook per day
(M = 51.74 min, SD = 56.75, range 1-360 min). During the weekend, they
averaged slightly more time on Facebook (M = 59.28 min, SD = 61.95, range
0-300 min). Regular Facebook users spent more time on Facebook than less regular
users. Participants who reported logging on to Facebook 6 or 7 days a week
(n = 76) averaged 64.63 weekday minutes (SD = 62.77) and 73.00 weekend
minutes (SD = 67.83) on Facebook compared to participants who reported logging
on to Facebook five or fewer days a week (n = 36) who averaged 24.88 weekday
minutes (SD = 26.32) and 30.69 weekend minutes (SD = 33.02) on Facebook.

Adolescent girls (M = 5.31 days, SD = 1.97) did not differ from young adult
women (M = 5.93 days, SD = 1.70) in the frequency of logging onto Facebook,
#(110) = —1.76, p = .081. Similarly, they did not differ on the number of minutes
spent on Facebook, weekday #(109) = —.75, p = .456 and weekend #(109) = .03,
p = .979.
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Profile Photos
Content

The number of profile photos ranged from 1 to 363 (M = 43.99, SD = 44.35).
Young adult women (M = 53.41, SD = 57.06) had more profile photos than
adolescent girls (M = 34.42, SD = 27.19), #68.99) = —2.18, p = .033. After
removing a young woman with 363 profile photos as an outlier, the group difference
remained, but the average number of profile photos for young women dropped to
47.22 (SD = 36.43).

A total of 1189 photos were analyzed for the content of their profile photos.
There were no age differences in the content of photos adolescent girls posted
compared to young adult women, #(1101) = —.23, p = .817. The most common
type of photo was of the participant, either a “selfie” or a photo taken by someone
else depicting just the individual (34 %). The second most frequent type of photo
was a group photo which captured people rather than action (24 %). No other type
of photo (e.g., pets, family, nature) exceeded 5 % of the sample including non-
objectified portrayals of the self, such as photos depicting the participant actively
engaged in a physical activity (2 %), photos depicting the participant in a hobby
(1 %), or photos depicting the participant in graduation regalia (less than 1 %).

Only photos that depicted the participant were coded for sexualization cues
(n = 919). Photos that depicted pets, landscape, other people, etc. were dropped
from this analysis. Overall, sexualization cues in profile photos were low (see
Table 1). However, there were select photos that were fairly sexualized, e.g., a
17-year-old late teen had a profile photo featuring four teen girls in lingerie that
accentuated their cleavage with bunny/cat ears on Halloween. Age differences were
found for two sexualization cues, pose and touch (see Table 1).

Interview Questions
Motives for Sexualization

In response to the question “why do teen girls/young women use swimsuit or
underwear pictures as their profile photo?,” girls and women reported at a high rate
that those photos were for attention/exposure (78 %; k = .88). For example, a
25-year-old young woman reported, “I think they do it to show off their body either
because they’re fairly proud or because they are trying to get a boyfriend with their
body.” A 17-year-old late teen expressed, “Because they look skinny and they want
guys to notice them.” A 15-year-old early teen reported, “I think they do that
probably for guys to comment on it, or their friends or something, to get attention, or
maybe to feel sexy. Maybe they are really comfortable with their body, but they
kind of 