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Abstract

In Western society sex appeal has become greatly valued and young women actively
and publically expose their sexualities in a variety of ways. Those women who
embrace and participate in the hyper-sexualized cultural trend are called self-sexual-
izers. Despite the growing number of empirical studies related to self-sexualization,
there is lack of consensus around a definition of self-sexualization among research-
ers. The concept of self-sexualization needs to be clarified and explained. The pri-
mary purpose of this examination is to address the self-sexualizing phenomenon and
to define self-sexualization by building upon previous researchers’ approaches. In
this research, self-sexualization is defined as the voluntary imposition of sexuali-
zation to the self. We adapted the four aspects of sexualization presented in a task
force report issued by the American Psychological Association in 2007 to propose
the four conditions of self-sexualization. (1) The first condition of self-sexualization
is favoring sexual self-objectification. (2) The second condition is relating sexual
desirability to self-esteem. (3) The third condition is equating physical attractive-
ness with being sexy. (4) The last condition is contextualizing sexual boundaries.
Description of each condition and related concepts are discussed.
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Introduction

In a Western society where “sex appeal has become a synecdoche for all appeal”
and sex appeal has become greatly valued (Levy 2006, p. 30), active and pub-
lic exposure of one’s sexuality is common, especially among young women
(Nowatzki and Morry 2009). This active exposure of sexuality includes a range of
behaviors such as women wearing low cut cleavage-revealing tops, crop-tops that
emphasize midriffs, or tops with exposed backs that enable exposure of undergar-
ments if worn. This active exposure is not limited to adult women. Everyday wear
for many adolescent girls includes t-shirts emblazoned with phrases such as “up
for it” and pants labeled “juicy” or “delicious” across their buttocks.

Improving one’s personal attractiveness has been an ongoing societal value
and occurs in most cultures, but the current trend, especially in Western society
in which attractiveness is synonymous with increasing sexual appeal, deserves
exploration (Levy 2006, p. 30). For example, how is this trend reflected in peo-
ple’s values, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors? Some women attend pole dance
classes or “cardio striptease” classes that are offered through fitness centers
and marketed as empowering (Whitehead and Kurz 2009). Some people admire
female models who gain notoriety primarily through their display of huge breast
implants (Walter 2011) and believe that being sexual results in both social power
and popularity (Erchull and Liss 2013).

Is there a difference in empowering and social power, and in the private and
public exposure that results? Private acts that empower the self are one outcome
that may be considered desirable; but public exposure that brings popularity may
also bring unwanted attention to young girls who do not understand the possible
consequences. For example, it is not difficult for the crews of the television series,
“Girls Gone Wild” to find college women eager to roll up their shirts to flash their
breasts for the camera (Levy 2006). Spreading nude self-portrait pictures (i.e.,
nude selfies) via photo texts has gained popularity among young adults as well
as teenagers (Ferguson 2011). These are examples of girls seeking to self-sexual-
ize that could result in unwanted, unanticipated, or undesirable outcomes such as
sexual objectification that could result in risk from observers misinterpreting the
intention based upon their own perspective.

Researchers have long been interested in investigating the influence of relent-
less and ubiquitous sexual messages upon culture. Particularly, since the Amer-
ican Psychological Association’s task force report on the sexualization of girls
(2007), researchers are increasingly examining the concept of self-sexualization,
that is, treating and experiencing oneself as a sexual object (APA 2007). How-
ever, despite the growing number of empirical studies related to self-sexualization
(e.g., Liss et al. 2011; Nowatzki and Morry 2009; Ward et al. 2018; Whitehead
and Kurz 2009; Ramsey et al. 2017), there is lack of consensus around a defini-
tion of self-sexualization among researchers. The concept of self-sexualization
needs to be clarified. Accordingly, the primary purposes of this examination are
to address the self-sexualizing phenomenon and to define self-sexualization by
building upon the approaches of previous researchers.
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Literature Review

The focus of this research is self-sexualization by members of the general public
who participate in the highly sexualized cultural trend. Although self-sexualization
can occur for both men and women regardless of one’s sexual identity, this study
focuses on self-sexualization of women because the current phenomenon predomi-
nantly occurs among women. Probably for that reason, existing studies on the topic
have mainly dealt with female self-sexualization. The evidence of a highly sexual-
ized cultural trend is becoming increasingly apparent in several countries across the
world (e.g., a pole dancing class offered to the public in South Korea). However,
research on the sexualized culture has focused on relatively affluent Western society
to the exclusion of non-Western society. Accordingly, the focus of this study is on
Western society with plans for expanding the research to non-Western society in the
future. Because little is known about any potential cross-cultural differences, litera-
ture was introduced regardless of a specific culture.

Hyper-Sexualized Cultural Phenomenon

Journalists and scholars have noted the mainstreaming of both soft-core and hard-
core pornography as a cultural trend (Nowatzki and Morry 2009). They seem to
agree on the idea that the Western society has become extremely sexualized, in
other words, hyper-sexualized (e.g., Attwood 2009; Kammeyer 2008; Levy 2006;
Lynch 2012; McNair 2002; Walter 2011). They have introduced several terms to
describe this phenomenon. For example, McNair (2002) used “pornographication”
and “porno-chic” to refer to the representation of pornography in mainstream art
and within the culture. Levy (2006) used the phrase “raunch culture” to describe the
increasing popularity of pornography within mainstream culture. Lynch (2012) used
the term “porn chic” to describe stylized pornographic imagery for young women.
This stylized pornographic sexual imagery in mainstream culture is different from
traditional pornography. The stylized pornographic sexual imagery is often staged
and the performance is often celebrity-led (e.g., sex scenes in the Madonna’s music
video Justify My Love) while traditional pornography contains a real sexual act that
is depicted by relatively unknown individuals (McNair 2002).

While some researchers have grouped this trend into a broad category of behav-
ior [e.g., Levy’s (2006) raunch culture; Lynch’s (2012) porn chic], McNair (2002)
distinguished two hyper-sexualized cultural trends, excluding real pornography.
One was the pornographic sexiness generated by professionals (e.g., actors, artists,
filmmakers) and the other was sexiness generated by the behavior of members of
the general public. Although sexual imagery within mainstream culture may have
begun earlier, the staged celebrity-led pornographic sexiness became evident in the
early 1990s (Attwood 2009; McNair 2002). Some of the first signs were the appear-
ance of celebrities naked or sexualized in popular media. For example, Demi Moore
posed naked during pregnancy for the cover of a 1991 issue of Vanity Fair, a popu-
lar magazine. In the following year, she appeared wearing only body paint. Indeed
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the practice gained momentum so quickly that it became relatively easy to locate
celebrities, including athlete celebrities, appearing nude, near nude, or in sexual-
ized appearances in almost every magazine (McNair 2002). Madonna’s book, Sex,
published in 1992 is another example. In her book images and simulations of sex
acts, including sadomasochism and analingus, were featured as stylized and edited
by a fashion magazine editor and photographer. At about the same time, Madonna
released her fifth music album, Erotica.

Coincidently, the porn industry found its way into mainstream culture. While
celebrities mimic pornographic sexuality, the porn industry was destigmatized and
porn starts gained cultural acceptance. Sarracino and Scott (2008) described the
shift of individuals who performed sexual acts in the early porn films (they were
usually prostitutes) to entertainers acting in scripted movies in the twenty-first cen-
tury. Porn stars had become celebrities who were not only accepted but also even
admired and exemplified by the public. For example, an autobiography of a porn
star, How to make love like a porn star, was a bestseller, disregarding that sexuality
presented in porn materials is exaggerated and manufactured for money. Porn stars
write bestselling books and give advice on sex life for lifestyle magazines (Attwood
2009).

Another hyper-sexualized cultural trend identified by McNair (2002) was the por-
nographic sexiness participated in by members of the general public, the ordinary
Joe or Jane. The focus of this study is ordinary people who take active roles in the
hyper-sexualized culture, as McNair identified. McNair (2002) used the term “strip-
tease culture” to describe the so-called democratization of sexual self-exhibition and
bodily exposure and introduced it as “a sub-set of a broader sexualization of main-
stream culture” (p. 81). Members of the general public participate in the hyper-sexu-
alized cultural trend in several ways.

One way is to be a supportive and enthusiastic consumer of sexualized media
content. Evidence of the public’s interest and support of sexualized content comes
from the popularity of these images and increases in monetary rewards received by
those celebrities who are willing to sell their sexuality or use it to market other prod-
ucts. Referencing the earlier example of Demi Moore posing naked on a magazine
cover, compared to her earnings in 1990, her earnings rose eight and one-half times
in 1992 (Davies 2012). The 1992 issue of Vanity Fair with Demi Moore posing in
body paint sold 63% more copies than the other 11 issues of the same year, as IMDb.
com described in Demi Moore’s biography. Madonna’s book, Sex, appeared on the
New York Times Best Seller list on November 8, 1992, and sold over 150,000 cop-
ies on the first day of its release. Consumer’s favorable reaction to sexualized con-
tent has continued. There are some female celebrities who gained popularity primar-
ily due to their amateur pornographic videos (e.g., Paris Hilton, Kim Kardashian) or
large breast implants (e.g., Pamela Anderson).

In addition to being supportive consumers, members of the general public par-
ticipate in the hyper-sexualized cultural trend as active creators or performers of the
hyper-sexiness. These behaviors include sexual self-exhibition and bodily exposure.
People may model the sexualized imagery located in the media as well as create
independent sexualized content (e.g., amateur pornography videos). They also may
live hyper-sexualized lives as a lifestyle choice (e.g., engage in the hook-up culture).
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For example, women participate in professional boudoir photography or pinups,
flash their breasts at public events, and manage their appearance to feature main-
stream pornography (e.g., wearing T-shirts labeled “porn star”, dressing like prosti-
tutes for Halloween).

Contributors to the Phenomenon

Being either a supportive consumer or an active creator of the hyper-sexualized cul-
tural trend, self-sexualizing women partake of the culture through voluntary accept-
ance or by internalization of the imposed obligations from the outside. Although a
systematic analysis of how women became active subjects of self-sexualization is
beyond the scope of this paper, we attempt to present some of the explanations for
the phenomenon where women embrace the hyper-sexualized cultural trend.

Media. One of the commonly addressed influencers is the media. The media
often manufactures artificial images of female beauty and the viewers are culti-
vated to uphold the ideal beauty. Ward (2016) documented the breadth of empirical
research examining the effect of sexually objectifying portrayals of women in main-
stream media. By examining 109 studies, Ward revealed the direct effects of media
on a range of consequences (e.g., greater self-objectification and body dissatisfac-
tion, higher levels of sexist beliefs and tolerance of sexual violence). One of the con-
sequences is the increase in the internalization of the perspectives of an observer,
manifested by constant monitoring of one’s appearance. Ward et al. (2016, 2018)
continued their research on the media influences, in particular, on self-sexualization.
Their findings showed that media exposure (e.g., reality programs romantic-themed
movies, women’s magazines, sitcoms) was a significant predictor of the higher
degree of self-sexualization. The more participants were exposed to the media with
highly sexualized portrayals, the more they objectify their own bodies, enjoy empha-
sizing their sexiness, and base their worth on sexual appeal.

The influence of media can be explained by Gerbner’s cultivation theory (1972).
Cultivation theory discusses television’s influences on viewers’ beliefs and attitudes.
According to the theory, spending a large amount of time living in virtual reality
by watching television contributes to viewers’ conception of social reality. Unlike
a short-term effect, the viewers’ conception grows or is cultivated in the process
of massive and long-term exposure to television reality. Thus, heavy exposure to a
sexualized female image in the media encourages viewers to accept the sexualized
imagery as a true representation of reality. Exposure to the celebrities who gained
popularity from their highly sexualized images and performances (e.g., Madonna,
Kim Kardashian) also cultivate the views’ conception of their personal sexual
realm. The cultivation theory also argues that this cultivation process will heighten
when individuals’ direct everyday experience is congruent with the virtual reality
presented on television. For example, let us imagine that a person who witnesses
a woman appearing in body-revealing dress receives free merchandise in real life.
Then that person watches a television scene where a woman in body-revealing dress
successfully evades a speeding ticket. In this example, the person’s real life experi-
ence was congruent with the virtual reality on television. If this were the case, the
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cultivation process would be strengthened because of the close fit between real life
and virtual life.

Peer Peer influence and peer context are other explanations of self-sexualization.
In a study of the female flashing behavior where women either take off or roll up
their shirts to show their breasts in a homecoming celebration (Lynch 2007), the
female flashers reported that their flashing behavior was unplanned, influenced by
alcohol, and most often pressured or forced by peers. Among the interviewed female
students (n=37), nine of them had flashed at least once during a homecoming cel-
ebration; eight of them had been pressured to flash; ten of them were with a friend
who flashed, and ten of them observed flashing behavior by others. However, male
participants of the homecoming celebration indicated that they believed the women
came to the site planning to flash. All flashers reported having negative feelings
about their behavior after flashing. They also recalled violent force used by men.
Yet, most of the flashers had engaged in flashing behavior more than once.

Similar to the flashing behavior, the presence of peer influence and peer pres-
sure was found on the range of other self-sexualizing behaviors. For example, in
a study of performative same-sex sexual behavior (e.g., kissing one other) among
heterosexual women, women reported that they felt the specific pressure to perform
bisexuality to entertain or induce arousal of male audiences at parties or bars (Fahs
2009; Yost and McCarthy 2012). Peer influence and peer pressure were the same
for younger women. Adolescent girls sometimes felt pressured to send their sexu-
ally provocative pictures (i.e., sexting) to their boyfriends (Ouytsel et al. 2017b). For
them, whether or not their peers would approve of sexting was a significant factor
accompanying their sexting behavior (Ouytsel et al. 2017a). Talking with friends
about appearance related topics on a social network site was also found to be a sig-
nificant direct predictor of self-sexualizing behaviors, such as wearing low-cut shirts
that show cleavage and wearing low-rise pants that show underwear (Trekels et al.
2018).

Positive feelings Positive feelings experienced from self-sexualization may con-
tribute to the behaviors. In the case where a woman is successful in sexually enticing
a man’s attention, she may feel that she is approved, appraised or admired by the
man. As a matter of fact, she will probably be well treated by men (Sigall and Landy
1973; Snyder et al. 1977); because, in general, attractive people are treated favorably
in various situations, such as in performance evaluation (Landy and Sigall 1974), in
hiring (Cash and Kilcullen 1985), and in selecting a dating partner (Walster et al.
1966). In the aforementioned study of flashing behavior (Lynch 2007), some partici-
pants talked about feelings of being accepted, popular, and special as a result of their
flashing.

In addition, a woman who successfully attracts a man may feel that she is in
control. Ronai and Ellis (1989) conducted a study with women who stripped for a
living (e.g., women who intentionally displayed themselves as sexual objects for
work). Researchers reported that some dancers enjoyed the feeling of “conquer-
ing and being in control”, while others felt “degraded and out of control” (p. 282).
Similar responses were reported in a study with employees at Hooters, a restaurant
where female employees are active in sexually objectifying themselves for higher
tips (Moffitt and Szymanski 2011). Some women reported that their self-confidence
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and self-esteem increased and they became outgoing as a result of working in the
environment. Others reported uncomfortable experiences from receiving “powerful
contradictory messages and felt unable to act on either” (p. 78) and experiencing a
“bad vibe” and “creepy” feeling from customers (p. 85). Some researchers argued
that adolescent girls also may experience positive feelings; Peterson (2010), in her
work with adolescent girls, argued that women may experience empowerment when
they attract attention with sexuality.

Even though some women reported that they felt “good”, “in control”, or
“enjoyed” being sexually objectified from self-sexualization, these positive feelings
were not necessarily long-lasting. This raises the question of whether it is possible
that those feelings resulted from a sense of false empowerment (Liss et al. 2011).
When women voluntarily become a sexual object, they may feel they have the power
to evoke men’s positive judgments and desire while men have the power to judge
(Lynch 2012). Women’s feelings of empowerment are granted by men through
receiving approving looks, attention, and complimentary comments on their appear-
ance, but only if their physical appearance conforms to narrowly defined standards
(APA 2007). In fact, a study revealed that women who enjoyed self-sexualization
were more likely to feel objectified by their partners, which lead to lower relation-
ship satisfaction (Ramsey et al. 2017).

Normalized porn In addition, rampant online pornography and the prevalence
of pornographic images may explain the endorsement of self-sexualization. Access
to pornography became increasingly easy since the early 1970s; adult erotic films
were released in theaters and several adult cable channels (e.g., Playboy Channel,
Spice Channel) were available at home (Sarracino and Scott 2008). Due to the Inter-
net, access to pornography has become significantly easier via personal computer
devices. It has become so easy (and some of it is free) that even adolescent boys and
the majority of adolescent girls have reported watching online pornography (Sabina
et al. 2008). People use pornography as one of the sources for sexual information
and sex education, neglecting to realize that it rarely shows safer sex (Philpott et al.
2017).

One of the recent trends of body modification in a hyper-sexualized culture is
female genital cosmetic surgery and it is often inspired by pornography. This sur-
gery includes a range of procedures primarily to produce genitalia that have an
aesthetically pleasing appearance (e.g., labiaplasty, perineoplasty, vaginoplasty)
and referred to as designer vaginas (Braun 2005). Previously, female genital cos-
metic surgery was done primarily by sex workers and nude models, or women for
medical reasons due to infection or pain. However, these procedures have become
increasingly popular among women for aesthetic purposes (Goodman 2011). Lynch
(2012) explained that this trend of having female genital cosmetic surgery is due
to the women who admire pornographic images. In a study about female pubic
hair removal, some women compared their genitals to those in pornography and
expressed dissatisfaction with their vaginas (Fahs 2014).

When it comes to pubic waxing, there are several options (Morris 2004): the
bikini line, the full bikini, the European, the triangle, the mustache, the heart, the
landing strip, the Playboy strip, the Brazilian wax, and the Sphynx. The Playboy
strip is named after the soft-porn Playboy magazine because the wax style was
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featured by the magazine’s models (Labre 2002). The Brazilian wax in particular
(i.e., complete removal of hair on genital area including labia and anus) is often
compared to body alteration in achieving the appearance of porn stars in pornog-
raphy who completely shave their pubic hair for detailed genitalia shots (Jeffreys
2005).

In the next section, concepts that are relevant to understanding self-sexualization
are addressed to reduce the conceptual murkiness between the terms. The most com-
monly cited definition of self-sexualization (APA’s definition 2007) is introduced
and its limitation is addressed. Then, a new conceptualization is presented with four
conditions that supplement the missing elements in the previous definition.

Conceptualization of Self-Sexualization

There are four relevant concepts to understanding self-sexualization: objectification,
sexual objectification, sexualization, and self-objectification. Among these concepts,
we adopted sexualization as the key concept that is directly related to defining self-
sexualization. Because sexualization serves as the reference point in defining self-
sexualization, the definition of sexualization needs to be presented before differenti-
ating the other concepts.

Sexualization and Self-sexualization by APA (2007)

The APA (2007) task force identified four conditions of sexualization. Any one of
these four conditions is sufficient for sexualization to occur. (1) The first condition
of sexualization is when a person is viewed as an object for others’ sexual use. (2)
The second condition of sexualization occurs when a person is held to a standard
that equates physical attractiveness with being sexy. (3) The third condition is when
a person’s value comes from his or her sexual appeal or behavior. (4) The fourth
condition of sexualization occurs when sexuality is inappropriately imposed upon
a person. In the same report, the APA (2007) task force defined self-sexualization
as treating and experiencing oneself as a sexual object. This definition of self-sex-
ualization, however, captures only one of the four conditions where sexualization is
believed to occur: the first sexualization condition where a person is viewed as an
object for another’s sexual use. Having these definitions in mind, the other key con-
cepts are explained in the following section.

Conceptual Murkiness: Objectification, Sexual Objectification (Sexualization),
Self-objectification, and Self-sexualization

Scholars have addressed some of the conceptual murkiness between objectification,
sexual objectification, sexualization, self-objectification and self-sexualization (e.g.,
Gervais et al. Allen 2013; Zurbriggen 2013). Although these concepts may sound
similar, they are conceptually distinct from each other, with little overlap. Treating
others as objects (objectification), treating others as sexual objects (sexual objecti-
fication; often interchangeably used with sexualization), and thinking of oneself as
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Table 1 Definitions of concepts related to self-sexualization

Concept

Definition

Objectification (Nussbaum 1995)

Sexual objectification (Bartky 1990)

Self-objectification (Fredrickson and Roberts
1997)

Internalized sexualization (McKenney and Bigler
2010)

Self-sexualization (APA 2007)
Self-sexualization (Attwood 2009; Gill 2008)

Self-sexualization (Hall et al. 2012)

Self-sexualization (Allen and Gervais 2012)

Self-sexualization (Erchull and Liss 2014)

Self-sexualization (Ward et al. 2016, 2018)

The condition or process of degrading a human to
the status of a physical thing. There are seven
notions that are involved in the objectification of
humans

A woman’s sexual parts or functions are separated
out from her person, reduced to status of mere
instruments, or else regarded as if they were
capable of representing her

APA (2007) describes sexual objectification as one
of four conditions of sexualization

Internalization of an observer’s view of self as
object. An individual who self-objectify oneself
sees himself or herself as an object to be looked
at and evaluated on the basis of appearance. Self-
objectification is results to habitual monitoring of
one’s appearance, in other words, self-surveillance

Internalization of the belief that sexual attractive-
ness to males is an important aspect of identity

Treating and experiencing oneself as a sexual object

Sexual subjectification: Alteration from sexual
objectification where women had no agency to
sexual subjectification where playfulness, free-
dom, and choice are present

Adopted APA’s definition of self-sexualization
as one of three ways of self-sexualization (i.e.,
thinking of herself as an object for others’ sexual
use). Two other ways include assuming that her
individual value comes primarily from her sexual
appeal and behavior and assuming that her sexi-
ness is equivalent to a narrowly defined level of
attractiveness

Any action taken by an individual, which intention-
ally highlights his or her sexualized features

Behaving in ways designed to draw sexualized
attention to oneself (e.g., pole dancing and flash-
ing one’s breasts)

Self-sexualization occurs when women apply the
assumptions of sexualization to themselves.
Sexualization beliefs imposed on the self, which
involves the internalization of a belief system
(APA 2007). Self-Sexualize means that women
come to value themselves mainly for their sexual
appeal or sexual appearance, to the exclusion of
other characteristics; that they equate their own
attractiveness with being sexy; or that they self-
objectify
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Table 1 (continued)

Concept Definition

Self-sexualization (Blake et al. 2016) The normalized adoption of overtly sexualized
behavior [adopted from Nowatzki and Morry
(2009) where they developed Sexualizing Behav-
ior Scale. A clear definition was not given but it
was implied from the definition of sexualization
by APA (2007)]

Self-sexualization (Aubrey et al. 2017) Willingly engaging in sexualizing behaviors to
encourage a sexualizing gaze. Women having an
intention, at least the appearance of intention,
to adhere to the system of beliefs underlying
sexualization

Self-sexualization (present study) Voluntary imposition of sexualization to oneself.
There are four conditions of self-sexualization

an object (self-objectification) are related to understanding what it means to treat or
experience oneself as a sexual subject with a favorable attitude (self-sexualization).
Definitions of concepts related to self-sexualization are summarized in Table 1.

Objectification. Objectification of a human being is the condition or process of
degrading a human to the status of a physical thing (Nussbaum 1995). Nussbaum
presented seven notions that are involved in the objectification of humans which
include instrumentality, fungibility, and instrumentality. For example, if employ-
ers objectify their employees, they regard them as tools who exist primarily for the
purpose of employers’ benefits. Similar to the mechanical parts of a car, objecti-
fied employees might be considered as resource objects that are easily replaceable
and changeable. When an individual is objectified, his or her feelings, emotions, and
experiences are excluded when relating to that individual. [See Nussbaum (1995) for
detailed explanations of objectification with the seven notions.]

Sexual objectification While objectification occurs when a human being is treated
like a thing instead of as a thinking, and feeling being (Fredrickson and Roberts
1997; Nussbaum 1995), sexual objectification occurs when a person’s sexual parts
or functions are separated from the person, reduced to the status of mere instru-
ments, or else regarded as if they were capable of representing the person (Bartky
1990, p. 35). This definition contains two of four conditions of sexualization (APA
2007). Later, Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) recited this definition making a slight
change from “sexual parts or functions” to “body, body parts, or sexual functions”
(p. 175) in their research on self-objectification. When Bartky (1990) and Fredrick-
son and Roberts (1997) described sexual objectification, they focused on the sexual
objectification of women only.

The definition of sexual objectification has two features: detachment of body parts
(or sexual parts) from a person and the representability of body parts or functions of
body parts for the person. The first feature of sexual objectification may lead to all
seven notions of objectification (degrading a human to the status of a physical thing;
for details, see Nussbaum 1995). For example, when a body is treated as a physical
thing, the body can be used as a tool for another’s sexual purpose—either decorative
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for the purpose of sexual arousal or for a functional purpose (e.g., masturbation).
Also, the body can be interchanged with other non-human alternatives such as sex
toys. When the body is interchanged with other non-human alternatives for a sexual
purpose, this case of sexual objectification is directly related to the first condition of
sexualization identified by the APA (2007): A person is sexually objectified.

The second feature of sexual objectification, the representability of body parts
or function of body parts for the person shares similarity with the third condition of
sexualization (APA 2007). If a person is degraded by another to the level of a body
part as if the body part alone has the most value to the exclusion of other character-
istics of an individual, this practice reflects the idea of a person’s value coming pri-
marily from her sexuality or sexual appeal (the third condition of sexualization). For
example, a person may treat a woman with favor because of her erotic appearance.

Sexual objectification defined by Bartky (1990) and Fredrickson and Roberts
(1997) contains the first and the third conditions of sexualization by APA (2007).
The two remaining conditions (a person is held to a standard that equates physi-
cal attractiveness with being sexy; sexuality is inappropriately imposed upon a per-
son) are not captured in its definition. However, sexual objectification is often used
interchangeably with the term sexualization. Sexual objectification or sexualization
has received tremendous attention from scholars, particularly feminist scholars who
scrutinize sexual objectification of women as a vital part of sexism that obstructs
gender equality (Zubriggen 2013). Sexualization of women occurs in a range of
realms, such as media (Ward 2016), music videos and music lyrics (APA 2007),
advertisement (Jhally and Kilbourne 2010), and pornography (e.g., Klaassen and
Peter 2015).

Self-objectification. Constant sexualization is generally considered as a primary
environmental antecedent to internalization of sexually objectified experiences (Cal-
ogero et al. 2011). This internalization of sexually objectified experiences is named
self-objectification (Fredrickson and Roberts 1997). Self-objectification is a concept
from objectification theory (Fredrickson and Roberts 1997), that was proposed as a
framework for understanding the consequences of being women in a culture in which
the female body was sexually objectified. The theory posited that when women
experience constant sexual objectification, they internalize such experiences. When
internalization happens, women begin to see themselves as objects to be looked at
and evaluated based on their appearance. The authors have termed this internali-
zation of objectification as self-objectification. They argue that one of the primary
results of self-objectification is constant body monitoring, in other words, self-sur-
veillance. Self-objectification also results in individuals placing greater emphasis on
their physical appearance than on their physical and mental competencies. Emphasis
on physical appearance outcomes of self-objectification can also include feelings of
body shame and anxiety, reduced opportunities to be fully absorbed in one’s activi-
ties, and decrease in awareness of internal bodily states. These negative experiences
may also contribute to mental health problems such as depression, sexual dysfunc-
tion, and eating disorders. [See Calogero et al. (2011) for a systematic review of
self-objectification in women.]

Self-sexualization As self-objectification may be confused with the concept of
self-sexualization, self-imposed sexual objectification, it is important to compare the

@ Springer



Defining Female Self Sexualization for the Twenty-First... 1361

two concepts. The APA definition of self-sexualization is comparable to the concept
of self-objectification. While the APA definition of self-sexualization was inspired
by Fredrickson and Roberts’s (1997), the definition of self-objectification was
inspired by Bartky’s (1990) definition of sexual objectification. Both concepts are
similar in their conceptual definitions. The definition of each concept contains the
notion of objectification of the self—one refers to seeing oneself as an object from
an observer’s perspective (i.e., self-objectification), while the other refers to treating
of oneself as a sexual object to be used by others (i.e., self-sexualization according
to APA). For example, if a self-objectifier places importance on physical attractive-
ness (e.g., symmetrical features), a self-sexualizer may place greater emphasis on
sexual attraction (e.g., large breasts). However, it is possible that the “object” in the
definition of self-objectification includes a sexual component because the theory of
self-objectification claims internalization of experiences wherein a person is treated
as a sexual object. In one way, the concept of self-objectification is broader than
self-sexualization for it includes general appearance, while self-sexualization has a
focus limited to sexuality. However, when seen another way, self-objectification is
narrower than self-sexualization because it does not include, as self-sexualization
does, three other conditions. Thus, Ward et al. (2016) noted self-objectification as a
component of self-sexualization. They also acknowledged that, although the defini-
tion of self-sexualization focuses on beliefs, the self-sexualizing beliefs manifest in
a range of behaviors.

There is another approach in differentiating the two concepts. Allen (2013) made
a meaningful distinction between self-objectification and self-sexualization by con-
ceptualizing self-sexualization as behavior. Allen defined self-sexualization as “any
action taken by an individual, which intentionally highlights his or her sexualized
features” (Allen and Gervais 2012, p. 81). Allen described self-sexualization as a
self-presentation strategy wherein one’s body is used to influence other’s opinion of
the self and it allows differentiating the self from other women. Similarly, Smolak
et al. (2014) operationalized self-sexualization as behaviors that refer to personal
hygiene and grooming activities engaged into appear sexually appealing. Aubrey
et al. (2017) also operationalized the term as willingly engaging in sexualizing
behaviors to encourage a sexualizing gaze, but they recognized self-sexualization
with the implicit “intention, or at least the appearance of intention, to adhere to the
system of beliefs underlying sexualization where sexual appeal is prioritized and
having other people see one as sexually desirable is a primary goal. (p. 363)” In con-
trast to self-sexualization, self-objectification is a belief that one’s outward appear-
ance is regarded as more important than one’s competence due to internalization
of an outsider’s view of the self and viewing oneself as an object (Fredrickson and
Roberts 1997).

The difference between self-objectification and self-sexualization also comes
from its theoretical precursors. According to self-objectification theory, sexual
objectification is a precondition of self-objectification. A woman adopts the objecti-
fied view, when she is constantly exposed to environments where women are sexu-
ally objectified, either directly (e.g., staring) or indirectly (e.g., watching a music
video where a person is portrayed as a decorative sexual object). The theory does not
distinguish possible positive experiences from sexual objectification (e.g., feelings
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of acceptance or being desired by men) from negative experiences. Regardless of
whether the experience was positive or negative to her, she internalizes the sexually
objectified experience.

In case of self-sexualization, however, the precondition of self-sexualization is
yet in active discovery stage by several researchers (e.g., Nowatzki and Morry 2009;
Ward et al. 2016; Ward et al. 2018). According to the APA (2007), it is the desire
for social approval and benefits derived that motivates women to self-sexualize. The
APA (2007) claimed that a person internalizes the socially accepted and approved
standards of sexiness when that person learned that sexualized behavior and appear-
ance is rewarded by society overall as well as by close others (e.g., peers). Women
may receive the benefits from self-sexualization directly from their own experiences
(e.g., avoid punishment, such as a ticket, when she sexually exposes herself) or indi-
rectly through the media (e.g., watching a celebrity receive approval as a result of
her sexual appeal). Yet, this claim still needs empirical evidence in order to be con-
clusively supported. Other possible precursors were addressed in the contributors to
hyper-sexualized cultural phenomena.

Defining Self-sexualization with Four Conditions

The APA’s (2007) definition of self-sexualization is the most commonly and widely
referred to definition of self-sexualization. However, it only captures one of the four
conditions of sexualization by APA (2007). As an attempt to include most of the
conditions of sexualization, Hall et al. (2012) in their definition of self-sexualization
noted that self-sexualization is not only present in situations where a person is pre-
senting herself as an object for another’s sexual use but also when a woman assumes
“that her individual value comes primarily from her sexual appeal and behavior” and
when a woman assumes “that her sexiness is equivalent to a narrowly defined level
of attractiveness” (p. 3). This definition captures three out of four conditions of sex-
ualization. However, the last situation wherein sexuality is inappropriately imposed
upon a person was still not included when defining self-sexualization. Similarly,
Ward et al. (2016, 2018) considered the three conditions of sexualization imposed
on the self, leaving out the last condition.

Hall et al. (2012) as well as Ward et al. (2016, 2018) may not have included this
last condition of sexualization because the essence of self-sexualization is subjecti-
fication of one’s sexuality by one’s own choice, unlike a condition of sexualization
where sexual objectification is imposed by others. In the same vein, both Gill (2008)
and Attwood (2009) described self-sexualization as sexual subjectification and
explained the alteration from sexual objectification where women had no agency to
sexual subjectification where playfulness, freedom, and choice are present. A woman
who voluntarily engages in self sexual objectification, is real self-sexualization.

Along the lines of the previous researchers who attempted the same approach in
defining self-sexualization, we attempt to include all of the APA’s four aspects of
sexualization as defining conditions of self-sexualization (Table 2). We define self-
sexualization as the voluntary imposition of sexualization to the self, consistent with
how Ward and her colleagues defined the term (i.e., sexualization beliefs imposed
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Table 2 Adaptation of the definitions of sexualization to the definition of self-sexualization

Sexualization Self-sexualization

1. A person is sexually objectified 1. A woman favors sexual self-objectification

2. A person’s value comes only from his or her 2. A woman relates her sexual desirability to her
sexual appeal or behavior, to the exclusion of other self-esteem
characteristics

3. A person is held to a standard that equates physical 3. A woman equates her physical attractiveness
attractiveness (narrowly defined) with being sexy equates with being sexy

4. Sexuality is inappropriately imposed upon a person 4. A woman contextualizes her sexual boundaries

Any one of these four conditions is sufficient for Any one of these four conditions is sufficient to
sexualization to occur self-sexualize

The conditions of sexualization are adapted from the APA (2007). The definition of self-sexualization
is based on the conditions of sexualization (APA 2007) as well as the definition of self-sexualization by
Hall et al. (2012), Ward et al. (2016), and Ward et al. (2018)

on the self; Ward et al. 2016, 2018). Because the previous studies lack in providing
the description of each condition, we illustrated each condition of self-sexualization
in this paper. As per the reasoning of members of the APA, any one of four condi-
tions of self-sexualization is sufficient for an individual to be viewed as engaged in
self-sexualizing behavior. Accordingly, an individual who is involved in at least one
of the four self-sexualization conditions is referred to as a self-sexualizer.

Condition 1: Favoring Sexual Subjectification

The first condition of sexualization by APA (i.e., a person is sexually objectified)
was adopted in defining self-sexualization by several researchers (APA 2007; Hall
et al. 2012; Ward et al. 2016, 2018). Unlike APA’s (i.e., treating and experiencing
oneself as a sexual object) and Hall, West, and Mclntyre’s (i.e., thinking of oneself
as an object for other’s sexual use) adoption, Ward et al. (2016, 2018) defined it in
a broader form as when women “self-objectify (p. 13; p. 31)”. Their adoption of
APA’s sexualization to self-sexualization was rather replication of self-objectifica-
tion and they perceived self-objectification as one component of self-sexualization.
Accordingly, when they operationalize self-sexualization, they accessed individu-
als engaging in body monitoring (i.e., manifestation of self-objectification), using
the surveillance scale of the objectified body consciousness scale (Lindberg et al.
2006). However, as it has been addressed in the previous section, there is a meaning-
ful difference between the two concepts and its operationalization should reflect the
difference accordingly; in other words, self-objectification is not adequate to access
self-sexualization.

In this paper, we propose the first condition of self-sexualization as sexual subjec-
tification, that is favoring sexual self-objectification. This condition is adopted from
APA’s definition of self-sexualization (i.e., treating and experiencing oneself as a
sexual object) with positive attitudes toward the self-sexualization as Gill (2008)
and Attwood’s (2009) descriptions of sexual subjectification. A self-sexualizer
who is in this condition not only seeks men’s attention but also does it to please

@ Springer



1364 D. Choi, M. DeLong

herself—however, the pleasure may come from getting a man’s approval or from
believing that her look or action would be appraised by men.

Sexual subjectification can be seen as an extension of the definition of self-sexu-
alization provided by the APA. In sexual subjectification, a woman still treats herself
as if she were a sexual object, yet the treatment is willingly chosen by the woman
(Attwood 2009; Gill 2008). Favoring sexual objectification of oneself is different
from the conceptualization where self-sexualization is limited to behavior (Allen
2013; Allen and Gervais 2012; Smolak et al. 2014). A self-sexualizer in this condi-
tion holds favorable attitudes towards self-sexual objectification. She believes that
sexual subjectification is pleasurable, playful, liberating, and empowering.

Condition 2: Equating Physical Attractiveness with Being Sexy

The second condition is also adopted from the APA’s condition of sexualization
(i.e., a person is held to a standard that equates physical attractiveness with being
sexy) and adapted to oneself. This condition of self-sexualization is equating physi-
cal attractiveness with being sexy as one’s standard (e.g., How sexy I am is a meas-
ure of how physically attractive I am). In the same way, Hall et al. (2012) and Ward
et al. (2016, 2018) adopted this condition in defining self-sexualization.

It is possible to manage appearance to be attractive in an aesthetically pleas-
ing way by wearing proper attire for an occasion (e.g., beautify, charming, elegant,
graceful, stylish). However, the self-sexualizers consistently direct their appear-
ance management efforts to highlight their sexual appeal as the only way to appear
attractive. Similar to this distinction, Smolak et al. (2014) described the differences
between an attractive appearance and a sexual appearance. They suggested three
characteristics of attractiveness: a well-groomed appearance (e.g., clean hair), within
the boundary of social norms (e.g., average size body type), and looking “natural”
(p.- 2). On the other hand, they identified a sexy appearance as emphasizing sexu-
alized body parts, such as breasts or buttocks. Self-sexualizers believe that being
physically attractive is the same as being sexy and believe that they are not physi-
cally attractive unless they look sexy. As they equate physical attractiveness with
being sexy, they need to look sexy to appear physically attractive.

Condition 3: Relating Sexual Desirability to Self-esteem

The third condition that we propose is relating one’s sexual desirability to self-
esteem. This condition is adopted from one of four conditions of sexualization by
APA (i.e., a person’s value comes only from his or her sexual appeal or behavior,
to the exclusion of other characteristics) and adapted to oneself. Similarly, Hall
et al. (2012) and Ward et al. (2016, 2018) adopted the APA’s sexualization condi-
tion in defining self-sexualization as assuming one’s value comes primarily from
their sexual appeal, sexual appearance, or sexual behavior. (Hall’s study included
sexual appeal and sexual behavior. Ward’s study included sexual appeal and sexual
appearance.) Accordingly, Ward and her colleagues operationalized this condition
by measuring the degree to which individuals base their self-worth on their sexual
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appeal that is focused on appearance, using the sexual appeal self-worth scale (Gor-
don and Ward 2000).

Rather than using terms like sexual appeal, sexual appearance, or sexual behav-
ior, we propose using sexual desirability, which could include all efforts to be sexu-
ally desirable. This condition of self-sexualization refers to the influence of sexual
desirably (either actually being sexual desired by others or believing that she is sex-
ually desirable) to an individual’s thoughts about self (e.g., Being sexually desirable
to others increases my self-esteem). In other words, a self-sexualizer who is in this
condition relates her sexual desirability to her self-esteem to a greater degree than
other women. McKenney and Bigler’s (2010) definition of internalized sexuality is
in the same strain. In their study of developing a scale to measure internalized sexu-
alization for pre- and early adolescent girls, they defined a concept of internalized
sexualization as internalization of the belief that sexual attractiveness to males is an
important aspect of identity.

A contingency of self-worth is comparable to this self-sexualization condition.
A contingency of self-worth refers to the domain or domains on which a person’s
self-esteem is based (Crocker and Wolfe 2001). A person must satisfy the domain in
order to have high self-esteem. For example, if a persons’ contingency domain is in
academics, then successes and failures in academic performance will determine how
valuable the person perceives herself. Crocker and Wolfe (2001) identified seven
domains of self-worth contingencies among college students. They are appearance,
social approval, academic competency, success in competition with others, family
support, virtue, and God’s love. A person can simultaneously hold several contin-
gencies of self-worth and the relative importance of each may vary by contingency.

Similar to contingencies of self-worth, a self-sexualizer considers being sexually
desirable as an important domain to be satisfied. To her, being sexually desirable is
highly related to her self-esteem. She may also base her self-esteem on other con-
tingencies besides beings sexually desirable, such as others’ approval, but her self-
esteem is also dependent on sexual desirability.

Condition 4: Contextualizing Sexual Boundary

Unlike the three previous conditions, researchers have not attempted to include the
fourth condition in defining self-sexualization. The fourth condition of sexualization
(i.e., sexuality is inappropriately imposed upon a person) is particularly difficult to
adopt to oneself, because of the term ‘inappropriateness.” Inappropriateness refers to
improper, unacceptable, unsuited or ill-suited, and incongruous (Collins thesaurus
of the English language, n.d.). Inappropriate sexuality includes socially improper
and/or morally unacceptable sexual beliefs and behaviors, such as sexual degrada-
tion, sexual aggression, verbal and physical sexual abuse. It also includes disinhib-
ited sexual behaviors, such as prostitution, exposure of genitals, or masturbation in
a public place (Queensland Health 2011). When the APA explained the inappro-
priate imposition of sexuality, they especially related it to children being imbued
with adult sexuality. This type of sexualization is considered inappropriate because
the sexuality violates social norms. It is considered as sexual abuse, exploitation of
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sexuality, and violation towards a person subject to protection. However, as the APA
acknowledged, inappropriate sexuality can be imposed upon anyone.

The question arises: Can a person’s self-sexualization be inappropriate for her-
self? If she is doing it to herself, how can inappropriateness (or appropriateness) be
played into one’s own action to oneself? It is possible that one’s sexual behavior may
be considered appropriate to one person but the same sexual behavior may be con-
sidered inappropriate to another person, given that interpretations of “appropriate”
sexuality can vary by individual. Thus, instead of the term inappropriate sexuality,
specific words need to be used to explicitly describe this condition. In the process of
adopting the APA’s fourth condition of sexualization to oneself, inappropriate sexu-
ality is adapted to any type of sexual invasion or violation which includes sexual
degradation, verbal and physical sexual aggression, and unwelcomed sexual atten-
tion and advances.

Invasions and violations of sexuality are improper and unacceptable sexual
behavior. Where invasions or violations of sexuality are “excused, legitimized and
viewed as inevitable”, (White and Smith, 2004, p. 174) the term rape culture is used.
Rape culture refers to prevailing social attitudes that normalize, trivialize, and qui-
etly condone male sexual assault and abuse against women (Wilhelm 2015). Con-
siderable attention has been given to the rape culture itself as well as prevention
of sexual assault (e.g., Sharp et al. 2017). For example, “It’s on Us” campaign was
launched by Barack Obama in 2015 to increase awareness and fight sexual assault
on college campuses.

While efforts in fighting against sexual violence toward women increase, there is
some evidence of women accepting invasions of their own sexuality or other wom-
en’s sexuality. The popularity of Tucker Max, a young male blogger who posted his
hook-up stories on his website, illustrates a type of sexual degradation acceptance.
He has a large male and female fan base for his books and movies, even though his
stories include leaving a sex partner naked on the street, calling a sexual partner a
cum dumpster, and hiding a friend in his closet to videotape him having sex with a
woman (Lynch 2012). Acceptance of such sexual degradation was made possible,
even to women, because of the use of humor as a means to excuse his misogynic sto-
ries (Lynch 2012), just as the sexist jokes were accepted and enjoyed. Freud (1960)
called this type of humor hostile humor because it insults a person, reveals flaws,
and puts the person into destruction or suffering. Mutual participation in hostile
humor entails joining in with the insulting of a target person. It provides a cathartic
reduction of aggression for the target of the jokes while concealing the destructive
motives of the instigator.

The fourth condition of self-sexualization that we propose deals with acceptance
of sexual invasions (e.g., sexual aggression, uninvited sexual remarks, unwelcomed
sexual attention, groping) in a particular situation (e.g., at parties, bars, clubs), in
other words, contextualizing sexual boundaries. For example, some young female
adults referred to “dirty, groping, grabbing” encounters with men as normal and
commonplace when they went to some bars (Lynch 2007). Where sexual interac-
tions, either physical or non-physical, are frequent, normalized, and somewhat
expected (e.g., parties, bars, or clubs), a woman may compromise her sexual bound-
aries and accept invasion of her sexuality to a certain degree due to the context she
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is in, and it may depend on the degree of her sexual permissiveness. She may just go
with the flow, put up with, or tolerate sexual invasions to some degree, hold beliefs
belonging to the rape culture, or flirtatiously invite sexual teases. It is possible that
a woman contextualizes her sexual boundary to fit with the context (e.g., flashing of
breasts for crowd cheering) or she may learn to do so from peers who gained popu-
larity from self-sexualization. She may also attempt to appear sexually adventurous,
open, and available.

Self-sexualizers who tap into this condition may share similarities with indi-
viduals with a high tolerance for sexual harassment or accept the degradation of
women through jokes. Women who tolerate sexual harassment are likely to accept
rape myths and hold adversarial sexual beliefs that sexual relationships are funda-
mentally exploitative and manipulative (Reilly et al. 1992). Women who enjoy sex-
ist jokes also are more likely to accept interpersonal violence and have adversarial
sexual beliefs (Ryan and Kanjorski 1998). Research about women who intentionally
and playfully accept invasions of their sexual boundaries need to be conducted. It is
possible that these self-sexualizers are less offended by sexist jokes or stories (e.g.,
stories by Tucker Max) if the person lives a hyper-sexualized lifestyle (e.g., a fan of
Tucker Max blogs, participates in the hook-up culture).

Conclusion

In a hyper-sexualized culture, pornographic imagery is chic and sexual appeals are
highly valued. Women participating in this culture engage in multiple behaviors that
are designed to enhance their sexual appeal and sexuality, from wearing clothes that
draw attention to their sexual body parts to flashing their breasts in public. Participa-
tion in such a culture is reflected in their values, beliefs, attitudes, and life choices.
Women may have been cultivated to self-sexualize by constant exposure to celebri-
ties who replicate pornographic sexuality. Some positive feelings, such as a feel-
ing of being in control or accepted, may also contribute to self-sexualization. Yet,
we have rather limited knowledge of the phenomenon whereby women voluntarily
impose sexualization upon themselves because researchers have not yet come to a
consensus on a definition of self-sexualization nor clarified the concept.

As a preliminary work in clarifying the concept self-sexualization, conceptual
murkiness was discussed among the terms: objectification, sexual objectification,
sexualization, self-objectification, and self-sexualization. In doing so, the distinction
of self-sexualization from other related concepts was recognized. In line with the
previous researcher’s attempts in defining self-sexualization (APA 2007; Hall et al.
2012; Ward et al. 2016, 2018), we defined self-sexualization as the voluntary impo-
sition of sexualization to the self, in accordance with Ward and her colleagues’ defi-
nition (2016, 2018). We proposed the full adoption of the four conditions of sexuali-
zation by APA to self-sexualization. Because the previous studies have not provided
the description of each condition, we explicated each condition of self-sexualization.
The four conditions of self-sexualization are: (1) favoring sexual self-objectification,
that is sexual subjectification, (2) equating physical attractiveness with being sexy as
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one’s standard, (3) relating one’s sexual desirability to self-esteem, and (4) contextu-
alizing sexual boundaries.

Because the current self-sexualizing phenomenon is mostly prevalent in women,
the existing literature accordingly captured self-sexualization among women. We
also have focused on female self-sexualization. Addressing female self-sexualization
without exploring self-sexualization of other groups (e.g., male, homosexual, bisex-
ual) may have limited its scope to a field where distinctive relation dynamics exist
in heterosexual relationships, such as unequal power relations. This thesis began
female self-sexualization with possibilities to expand to explore self-sexualization
among other demographically and culturally diverse groups.

Another limitation to this study is the scope of self-sexualization. The four condi-
tions were adapted from the four conditions of sexualization by APA (2007). The
APA is the largest and leading scientific and professional organization of psycholo-
gists providing highly reliable information. However, exploration of other possible
conditions of self-sexualization would ensure additional credible validity evidence
based on the content.

Not all women experience the same degree of sexual objectification, nor do all
men sexually objectify women. Although the views of self-sexualization vary along
with the degree of involvement in self-sexualization, a growing number of women
actively participate in the hyper-sexualized culture. By clarifying the concept of
self-sexualization, we can arrive at a more comprehensive understanding of indi-
viduals who self-sexualize and the culture they live in.
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