
 http://jea.sagepub.com/
Adolescence

The Journal of Early

 http://jea.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/10/31/0272431614556889
The online version of this article can be found at:

 
DOI: 10.1177/0272431614556889

 published online 3 November 2014The Journal of Early Adolescence
Sarah J. McKenney and Rebecca S. Bigler

Adolescent Girls
Appearance, Body Surveillance, and Body Shame Among Early 

Internalized Sexualization and Its Relation to Sexualized
 
 

Published by:

 http://www.sagepublications.com

 can be found at:The Journal of Early AdolescenceAdditional services and information for 
 
 
 

 
 http://jea.sagepub.com/cgi/alertsEmail Alerts: 

 

 http://jea.sagepub.com/subscriptionsSubscriptions:  

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 
 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 
 

 http://jea.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/10/31/0272431614556889.refs.htmlCitations: 
 

 What is This?
 

- Nov 3, 2014OnlineFirst Version of Record >> 

 at JOHNS HOPKINS UNIVERSITY on November 12, 2014jea.sagepub.comDownloaded from  at JOHNS HOPKINS UNIVERSITY on November 12, 2014jea.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jea.sagepub.com/
http://jea.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/10/31/0272431614556889
http://www.sagepublications.com
http://jea.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://jea.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://jea.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/10/31/0272431614556889.refs.html
http://jea.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/10/31/0272431614556889.full.pdf
http://online.sagepub.com/site/sphelp/vorhelp.xhtml
http://jea.sagepub.com/
http://jea.sagepub.com/


Journal of Early Adolescence
 1 –27

© The Author(s) 2014
Reprints and permissions:

sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav 
DOI: 10.1177/0272431614556889

jea.sagepub.com

Article

Internalized 
Sexualization and Its 
Relation to Sexualized 
Appearance, Body 
Surveillance, and Body 
Shame Among Early 
Adolescent Girls

Sarah J. McKenney1 and Rebecca S. Bigler2

Abstract
Sexually objectifying messages about girls and women are common in U.S. 
popular culture. As a consequence of exposure to such messages, girls may 
develop “internalized sexualization,” or internalization of the belief that 
sexual attractiveness to males is an important aspect of their identity. We 
hypothesized that internalized sexualization is associated with behavioral 
and psychological consequences, including sexualized clothing use, body 
surveillance, and body shame. In two studies of early adolescent girls (total 
N = 330, age range = 10-15), we found that girls with higher levels of 
internalized sexualization wear more sexualized clothing (Study 1) and show 
higher levels of body surveillance and body shame (Study 2) than girls with 
lower levels of internalized sexualization.
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Popular culture in the United States is rife with messages that sexually objec-
tify girls and women (Levin & Kilbourne, 2008; Zurbriggen & Roberts, 
2013). Many academics, educators, and cultural critics have expressed con-
cern that exposure to such material may be associated with negative develop-
mental consequences, especially among girls (Levin & Kilbourne, 2008; 
Zurbriggen & Roberts, 2013). Specifically, researchers have argued that 
some early adolescent girls are likely to internalize the notion that being sex-
ually attractive is an important aspect of their identity and, as a consequence, 
experience negative outcomes in a number of domains (e.g., self-esteem, aca-
demic outcomes, peer relations). The primary goal of the present studies was 
to test whether some early adolescent girls show evidence of having internal-
ized the notion that being sexually attractive to males is important and, if so, 
whether such girls showed higher levels of sexualized clothing use, body 
surveillance, and body shame than their peers, as posited by objectification 
theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997).

Sexualization and Popular Culture

According to the American Psychological Association (APA) Task Force on 
the Sexualization of Girls (2007), sexualization occurs when

a person’s value comes only from his or her sexual appeal or behavior, to the 
exclusion of other characteristics; a person is held to a standard that equates 
physical attractiveness (narrowly defined) with being sexy; a person is sexually 
objectified—that is, made into a thing for others’ sexual use, rather than seen as 
a person with the capacity for independent action and decision making; and/or 
sexuality is inappropriately imposed upon a person. (p. 2)

Sexualization at the sociocultural level has been studied most rigorously 
within media. A study of the 100 top-grossing films of 2008 found that 39.8% 
of 13- to 20-year-old female characters wore sexually revealing attire com-
pared with 6.7% of 13- to 20-year-old male characters (Smith & Choueiti, 
2011). In music videos and video games, women are more likely to be sexu-
ally objectified (e.g., wear sexually revealing clothing) than men (Aubrey & 
Frisby, 2011; Conrad, Dixon, & Zhang, 2009; Downs & Smith, 2010; Stermer 
& Burkley, 2012; Wallis, 2011). The lyrics of top-selling songs routinely 
refer to women’s body parts and sexual acts using sexually degrading lan-
guage (Martino et al., 2006) and some evidence suggests that lyrics are more 
sexualized now than in past decades (Hall, West, & Hill, 2012). Even female 
athletes, who might be depicted in media as strong and competent, frequently 
appear in clothing that emphasizes their sexuality (Daniels & LaVoi, 2013; 
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McKenney and Bigler 3

Fink & Kensicki, 2002). Given that U.S. teens spend a large proportion of 
their waking time engaged with media (e.g., 7.5 hours per day; Rideout, 
Foehr, & Roberts, 2010), adolescent girls are exposed to many messages that 
sexualize girls and women.

Finally, objectification theory postulates that interpersonal interactions 
with both familiar (e.g., friends, family) and unfamiliar others can promote 
sexual objectification (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). There is evidence, for 
example, that adolescents receive sexualized messages about female bodies 
from their peers (Jewell & Brown, 2013).

Internalization of Sexualized Gender Schemas

Given the pervasive sexualization of girls and women in U.S. culture, we 
expected that early adolescent girls—at the group level—would show evi-
dence of having internalized the notion that sexual attractiveness is an impor-
tant aspect of their identity. The theoretical basis for expecting some girls to 
develop identities that prioritize sexual attractiveness is grounded within 
well-established cognitive, constructivist accounts of gender role develop-
ment (see Blakemore, Berenbaum, & Liben, 2009). An enormous body of 
empirical evidence indicates that children actively construct cognitive repre-
sentations, or “gender schemas,” of the feminine (as well as masculine) gen-
der role from information available in their environment. These schemas, in 
turn, guide children’s own self-conceptions and behavior (see Ruble, Martin, 
& Berenbaum, 2006). Much of the empirical work on children’s gender sche-
mas is dated, however. As popular images of women have changed with the 
cultural environment, youth’s gender schemas should reflect those changes. 
Contemporary gender schemas, at the group level, are likely to include the 
belief that women should be sexually attractive to males.

Importantly, girls show well-documented variations in the degree to which 
they personally endorse prescriptive and proscriptive norms of feminine gen-
der roles (see Signorella, 1987; Signorella, Bigler, & Liben, 1993). That is, 
some but not other girls personally endorse gender stereotypic beliefs about 
the self and others. As is true of the internalization of traditional feminine 
gender role attitudes (see Signorella, 1987; Signorella et al., 1993), we expect 
to find developmental and individual differences in the degree to which ado-
lescents personally endorse sexualized beliefs about girls and women. We 
posit that girls who believe that being sexually attractive to males is an 
important part of the self have developed “internalized sexualization” 
(McKenney & Bigler, 2010). Support for this notion comes from a recent 
study by Starr and Ferguson (2012). They reported that 6- to 9-year-old girls 
who watched more hours of media, and had a mother who showed evidence 
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of self-objectification, selected sexualized over nonsexualized paper dolls as 
representative of their ideal self more often than their peers.

Early Adolescents and Internalized Sexualization

Early adolescent girls may be especially vulnerable to developing sexualized 
identities. Exposure to media with sexual content increases across adoles-
cence, due in part to decreased parental monitoring and restriction of expo-
sure to such material (Böcking & Böcking, 2009). Thus, exposure to 
sexualized messages about girls and women is likely to become more com-
mon across adolescence. Furthermore, it is during adolescence that youth 
navigate changes in their identity and pubertal status (Else-Quest & Hyde, 
2009). Girls’ developing beliefs about the importance of their own sexual 
attractiveness are likely to provide an important framing for both identity 
processes and pubertal change.

The transition to adolescence is also known to be a vulnerable period with 
respect to several domains. Adolescence is often characterized by declines in 
girls’ self-esteem, especially body esteem (Kling, Hyde, Shower, & Buswell, 
1999). At the same time, early adolescent girls typically reach levels of cog-
nitive maturity that allow for sophisticated understanding of others’ perspec-
tives and social comparisons (Choudhury, Blakemore, & Charman, 2006). As 
a consequence, adolescent girls are likely to develop an understanding of the 
cultural value of sexual allure and engage in social comparisons of their sex-
ual attractiveness to that of others (Levine, 1983). Furthermore, peer groups 
become more powerful influences on development during adolescence. Girls’ 
peer culture during adolescence is often characterized by discussing and 
policing body types and appearance (Nichter, 2000). Sex differences in 
depression also emerge during this period for reasons that are not fully under-
stood, but may be related to gender role constraints, including sexual objecti-
fication (Grabe, Hyde, & Lindberg, 2007; Nolen-Hoeksema & Girgus, 1994). 
For all of these reasons, adolescence is likely to be a time of vulnerability for 
developing internalized sexualization. Furthermore, the degree to which sex-
ualized messages about girls and women are internalized should increase 
across the pre- and early pubertal years.

The APA Task Force Report on the Sexualization of Girls (2007) described 
the prevalence of sexualized clothing marketed to pre- and early adolescent 
girls. To our knowledge, no prior research has investigated whether girls who 
wear sexualized clothing have concomitant sexualized identities. The report 
also outlined the theoretical link between internalized sexualization and self-
objectification and called on researchers to “describe the influence and/or 
impact of sexualization on girls” (p. 43). As a step toward addressing these 
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gaps in the literature, we sought to test theoretically derived hypotheses con-
cerning the relation of internalized sexualization to sexualized clothing use 
(Study 1), and to body surveillance and body shame (Study 2), among early 
adolescent girls.

Study 1: Appearance

There are both theoretical and applied reasons to be interested in the issue of 
sexualized appearance. At the theoretical level, appearance is hypothesized to 
be a reflection of identity. Psychoanalysts, for example, viewed women’s 
tight, skin-exposing fashion as a means of highlighting sexuality, eroticism, 
and youth (Flugel, 1930), and, more broadly, as a means of creating a gen-
dered identity (Evans & Thornton, 1991). Modern sociologists and social 
psychologists have argued that appearance—particularly clothing choice—is 
an important avenue for the expression of personal values and identities 
(Crane, 2000; Davis, 1992). Identity is an especially salient concept among 
adolescents and is often manifested in clothing (Piacentini & Mailer, 2004; 
Swain, 2002). Indeed, social-psychological research suggests that individuals 
use appearance as a means of explicitly cueing others about their personal 
characteristics and values (e.g., political views, monetary status and values, 
etc.; Naumann, Vazire, Rentfrow, & Gosling, 2009). With respect to sexual-
ization, Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) argued that some women “adopt 
conscious strategies for stepping out of the ‘objectification limelight,’ rang-
ing from wearing comfortable shoes and loose-fitting clothing to not remov-
ing ‘unwanted body hair’ nor wearing cosmetics” (p. 197).

Contrary to such accounts, however, is the possibility that sexualized cloth-
ing is a fashion trend rather than a meaningful marker of the sexualization of 
girls’ identities. Such clothes are, indeed, popular and widely available; one 
study found that almost 30% of clothes marketed to girls are sexualizing 
(Goodin, Van Denburg, Murnen, & Smolak, 2011). If wearing sexualized 
clothing reflects an interest in contemporary fashion, the degree to which girls’ 
apparel is sexualized should be unrelated to assessments of internalized sexual-
ization. In sum, the study of girls’ sexualized appearance may lead to theoreti-
cal insights into the role of appearance in signifying individuals’ values and 
interpersonal goals, including their personal desire to be sexually attractive.

At the applied level, many educators and parents have decried the sexual-
ized appearance of American youth (Levin & Kilbourne, 2008). Importantly, 
we could locate no research that has addressed directly the issue of whether 
wearing sexualized clothing may be harmful to adolescent girls. However, 
related literature does provide some indications about potential harm. For 
example, Aubrey, Hopper, and Mbure (2011) reported that viewing sexually 
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objectified images of women’s bodies primes sexually aggressive schemas in 
men. In addition, Fox, Bailenson, and Tricase (2013) suggested that the embodi-
ment of an avatar that resembles the user and wears sexualized clothing triggers 
self-objectification and rape myth acceptance. Thus, there are reasons to specu-
late that the use of sexualized clothing may be harmful to early adolescent girls.

Furthermore, school officials have expressed concern that female stu-
dents—even within elementary schools—are dressing in a highly sexualized 
manner and have struggled to devise and enforce dress codes in response to 
the problem (Levin & Kilbourne, 2008). Dress codes that prohibit sexualized 
clothing may reflect concerns that do not involve risk to girls (e.g., such 
codes may be aimed at minimizing classroom distraction for boys). 
Nonetheless, girls who dress in a sexualized manner may lose classroom 
instruction time as a result of receiving penalties for dress code violations. 
Sexualized clothing is also an increasingly contentious matter between ado-
lescent girls and their parents. Additional insights into the causes and conse-
quences of sexualized dress might help inform parental and school policies.

We tested three specific hypotheses about internalized sexualization and 
its relation to appearance. First, for reasons outlined above, we expected 
older girls to have higher levels of internalized sexualization than younger 
girls (Hypothesis 1). Second, based on theoretical and empirical work indi-
cating that individuals’ appearance reflects their identity (reviewed above), 
we expected girls with higher levels of internalized sexualization to express 
their identities by wearing more sexualized clothing than girls with lower 
levels of internalized sexualization (Hypothesis 2A). Although internalized 
sexualization as measured in this study by the Internalized Sexualization 
Scale (ISS; McKenney & Bigler, 2010) appears to be a single construct, some 
items on the scale tap girls’ sexualized clothing preferences (described 
below). Given the very close mapping of the content of these two measures 
(i.e., preferring and wearing sexualized clothing), we expected to find an 
especially strong correlation between girls’ scores on the clothing preference 
subscale of the ISS and their sexualized appearance (Hypothesis 2B). Indeed, 
a wealth of research indicates that attitudes predict behavior (see Fazio, 
1990), especially when the target constructs are highly specific (e.g., attitudes 
toward recycling aluminum cans and the behavior of recycling aluminum 
cans; see Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010).

Method

Participants. Participants were 95 girls, aged 11 to 15, recruited from the data-
base of a university-affiliated research lab in the Southwestern United States. 
Participants’ demographic characteristics are described in Table 1.
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Procedure. One hundred three girls were recruited for a study purportedly con-
cerning adolescents’ interest in, and aptitude for, broadcast journalism (see 
McKenney & Bigler, in press). After arriving at the lab, girls were asked to 
practice for, and make, a short videotape of a newscast. Only those girls whose 
parent, and who themselves, consented were taken to the experimental room 
and filmed. After the newscast was complete, girls were asked to complete a 
measure of internalized sexualization. Next, the true purpose of the study was 
explained and girls were re-consented. All but eight girls consented to have 
their data included in the study; data from the nonconsenting participants were 
destroyed. Girls’ appearance was coded from their videotape. Data collection 
occurred within the late summer and early fall months in the Southwestern 
United States. Although we expected variations in the temperature to account 
for some of the variance in sexualized appearance (because girls were more 
likely to wear shorts and tank tops in hotter temperatures), we nonetheless 
expected internalized sexualization scores to predict participants’ sexualized 
appearance after the variance associated with temperature was controlled.

Measures
Internalized sexualization. Participants completed the ISS (McKenney & 

Bigler, 2010), which has been reported to have very good internal and test-
retest reliability when used with early adolescent girls. The scale assesses a 
single construct, but contains items organized into six subscales on the basis 

Table 1. Participant Characteristics for Studies 1 and 2.

Study 1 Study 2

Age (years)
 10 0 (0.0%) 23 (9.8%)
 11 22 (23.2%) 45 (19.1%)
 12 16 (16.8%) 53 (22.6%)
 13 20 (21.1%) 61 (26.0%)
 14 21 (22.1%) 34 (14.5%)
 15 16 (16.8%) 19 (8.1%)
 X  (SD) 13.38 (1.47) 12.87 (1.42)
Ethnicity
 Latina 5 (5.3%) 49 (20.9%)
 European American 74 (77.9%) 130 (55.3%)
 African American 2 (2.1%) 25 (10.6%)
 Asian American 3 (3.2%) 10 (4.3%)
 Multiethnic/Other 11 (11.6%) 21 (8.9%)
Total 95 235
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of their face-valid content, making it useful for testing hypotheses about 
the specific manifestations of sexualized identities (e.g., sexualized identity 
and use of sexualized clothing): (a) the Clothing subscale, which assesses 
girls’ preference for sexualized clothing items; (b) the Body subscale, which 
assesses girls’ endorsement of sexualized beliefs about their own and other 
females’ bodies; (c) the Media subscale, which assesses girls’ preference 
for sexualized media; (d) the Peers subscale, which assesses the degree to 
which girls’ peers talk about, and engage in, sexualized activities; (e) the 
Self-compromise subscale, which assesses girls’ endorsement of the notion 
that one’s appearance should be sexually appealing to males even at a cost to 
one’s own values or desires; and (6) the Power subscale, which assesses girls’ 
endorsement of the idea that being sexually attractive gives them power. In 
previous work, we have found the subscales to have good internal reliability 
(Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .76 to .87) and convergent and discriminant 
validity (McKenney & Bigler, 2010). Participants responded using a 5-point 
Likert scale, with higher scores indicating higher levels of internalized sexu-
alization. Scale items appear in the appendix.

Sexualized appearance. Participants’ appearance was coded by two indepen-
dent raters who were blind to participants’ ISS scores. The coding scheme was 
based on previous research measuring sexualized features of girls’ (Goodin et 
al., 2011) and women’s (Grammer, Renninger, & Fischer, 2004; White, 1995) 
clothing. Participants’ clothing was rated on a scale from 0 to 2 on five dimen-
sions: tightness of clothing on the (a) top and (b) bottom half of body (0 = no 
visible body contour, 1 = visible body contour, 2 = very clear body contour 
[skin tight]), skin exposure on the (c) top (0 = sleeve between wrist and elbow, 
1 = sleeve between elbow and shoulder, 2 = tank top/strapless) and (d) bot-
tom half of body (0 = hem below the knee, 1 = hem at or within 2 inches of 
the knee, 2 = hem more than 2 inches above the knee), and (e) neckline (0 = 
at or above collar bone, 1 = below collar bone but no cleavage, 2 = cleavage 
exposed). Codes were summed to produce a sexualized appearance score with 
a possible range from 0 to 10. The two raters independently produced the iden-
tical score for 67 (70.5%) of the cases, agreed within 1 point for 26 (27.4%) 
cases, and agreed within 2 points for two (2.1%) of the cases. The intraclass 
correlation coefficient of the scores was .96, suggesting excellent inter-rater 
reliability. Disagreements were resolved through discussion between raters.

Results and Discussion

Internalized sexualization. Means, standard deviations, and Cronbach’s alphas 
of the ISS subscales appear in Table 2. Regression analyses were used to test 
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our expectation that internalized sexualization would increase with age 
(Hypothesis 1). Specifically, age in years was entered as a predictor variable 
of each ISS subscale. Age positively predicted internalized sexualization for 
four of the six ISS subscales (see Table 3).

Sexualized appearance. At the group level, girls were rated as having moder-
ately sexualized appearances (see Table 2). Component means were tight-
ness, X  = 2.81, SD = 0.94; skin exposure: X  = 1.77, SD = 1.34; and neckline, 
X  = 0.71, SD = 0.84. The sexualized appearance scores were normally dis-

tributed. We began by testing our expectation that ISS scores would be asso-
ciated with sexualized appearance (Hypothesis 2A). As expected, correlational 
analyses indicated a significant positive relation between the two constructs 
(see Table 4). We next tested our expectation that sexualized appearance 
would be more strongly related to the ISS clothing items (Hypothesis 2B) 
than other items. Using Steiger’s Z test, we compared the strength of the cor-
relation coefficient between the ISS-Clothing and sexualized appearance 
scores (r = .39) and the strength of the next highest correlation coefficient 
(between ISS-Media and sexualized appearance scores; r = .25). As expected, 
the sexualized appearance score correlated more strongly with the clothing 
than media component of the ISS (z = 1.67, p = .047).

To examine the relation between internalized sexualization and sexualized 
appearance while controlling for participants’ age and daily temperature, we 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for All Measures in Studies 1 and 2.

Study 1 Study 2

Measure X (SD)
Cronbach’s 

alpha X  (SD)
Cronbach’s 

alpha

ISS-Clothing 2.29 (0.90) .78 2.58 (0.91) .76
ISS-Body 2.24 (0.73) .84 2.41 (0.74) .77
ISS-Media 2.44 (0.91) .77 2.73 (0.94) .74
ISS-Peers 3.16 (0.94) .87 3.44 (0.87) .77
ISS-Self-compromise 1.90 (0.62) .76 2.10 (0.73) .74
ISS-Power 2.02 (0.75) .87 2.24 (0.80) .86
Global ISS score 2.32 (0.65) .95 2.53 (0.68) .94
Appearance 5.28 (2.17) — — —
OBC-Surveillance — — 4.08 (1.57) .84
OBC-Body shame — — 2.79 (1.27) .73

Note. ISS = Internalized Sexualization Scale; OBC = Objectified Body Consciousness Scale for 
Youth.
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Table 3. Results of Regression Models Predicting ISS Subscales (Study 1).

Unstandardized 
beta SE

Standardized 
beta t R2 F

ISS-Clothing .03 2.66
 Age .10 .06 .16 1.63  
ISS-Body .06 5.87*
 Age .12 .05 .24 2.42*  
ISS-Media .02 2.38
 Age .10 .06 .16 1.52  
ISS-Peers .13 14.05***
 Age .23 .06 .36 3.75***  
ISS-Self-compromise .04 4.51*
 Age .09 .04 .21 2.12*  
ISS-Power .07 6.94*
 Age .13 .05 .26 2.63*  

Note. ISS = Internalized Sexualization Scale.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 4. Intercorrelations Among Variables (Study 1).

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. ISS-Clothing —  
2. ISS-Body .57*** —  
3. ISS-Media .63*** .63*** —  
4. ISS-Peers .38*** .53*** .45*** —  
5. ISS-Self-compromise .46*** .79*** .68*** .53*** —  
6. ISS-Power .60*** .79*** .72*** .51*** .80*** —
7. Appearance .39*** .21* .25* .18† .21* .17†

Note. ISS = Internalized Sexualization Scale.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

used a hierarchical regression analysis. The participant age by ISS score 
interaction term was included in the model to test whether age moderates the 
relation between ISS score and sexualized appearance. Participants’ age and 
daily high temperature were entered in a first step, followed by the global ISS 
score and the age by ISS score interaction term in a second step, as predictors 
of sexualized appearance. The global ISS score was used because McKenney 
and Bigler (2010) found the scale to yield a single factor, and we aimed to 
construct a parsimonious regression model. Results indicated that the global 
ISS score positively predicted sexualized appearance, above and beyond the 
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effects of age and temperature (see Table 5). The age by ISS score interaction 
term was not significant.

Consistent with the notion that youth effectively and accurately convey 
many aspects of the self to observers via their appearance (Piacentini & 
Mailer, 2004), girls with high levels of internalized sexualization dressed in 
clothing that was tighter and more skin-revealing than their peers with lower 
levels of internalized sexualization. The finding is especially notable in that 
these girls were dressed for a trip to a research lab at a major university, a trip 
for which they are likely to have dressed more conservatively than usual. The 
relation between internalized sexualization and appearance is likely to be 
stronger among girls attending a peer-oriented, social function (such as a 
school dance), a possibility that should be tested in future work.

These findings are important because they suggest that sexualized dress is 
related to a psychological characteristic—internalized sexualization—among 
early adolescent girls. Although sexualized clothing items are prevalent in 
retail stores (Goodin et al., 2011), the decision to wear such clothing appears 
to vary across individuals as a function of the degree to which they view 
sexual attractiveness as important for the self. The findings are promising in 
suggesting that the newly developed ISS can usefully predict early adoles-
cent girls’ behavior in the domain of appearance. Of course, it is possible that 
being videotaped prior to the completion of the ISS increased girls’ state self-
awareness of their appearance, possibly affected girls’ responding on the 
measure of internalized sexualization. Nonetheless, all girls were videotaped 
and thus the experience cannot account for the power of the ISS to relate to 
individual variations in sexualized appearance. Given this evidence that some 

Table 5. Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Sexualized 
Appearance (Study 1).

Unstandardized 
beta SE

Standardized 
beta t ΔR2 F

Step 1 .35*** 25.21***
 Age .26 .13 .18 2.05*  
 High temperature .10 .01 .61 7.07***  
Step 2 .07** 16.45***
 Age .15 .13 .10 1.17  
 High temperature .10 .01 .60 7.23***  
 Global ISS score .80 .28 .24 2.84**  
 Age × ISS −.26 .20 −.11 −1.31  

Note. ISS = Internalized Sexualization Scale.
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001.
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early adolescent girls internalize the importance of sexual attractiveness, we 
conducted a second study in which we tested hypotheses derived from 
Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) and Murnen and Smolak (2013) concerning 
the relations among internalized sexualization and two body-related psycho-
logical correlates: body surveillance and body shame.

Study 2: Body Cognitions 

Social-psychological research has documented that exposure to sexualized 
messages leads women to adopt an observer’s perspective on the self, or treat 
the self as an object, referred to as self-objectification (Fredrickson & 
Roberts, 1997). Most often, this “other” lens is applied to the body, which has 
given rise to research on “objectified body consciousness” (McKinley & 
Hyde, 1996). Consciousness of one’s body in the form of viewing it from a 
third person perspective is clearly linked to negative consequences, including 
body shame, low body esteem, and depression (e.g., Fredrickson & Roberts, 
1997; Fredrickson, Roberts, Noll, Quinn, & Twenge, 1998; Lindberg, Hyde, 
& McKinley, 2006). Although such consequences are well documented 
among late adolescents and adults, here we sought to provide the first evi-
dence that internalized sexualization is related to two body cognitions among 
early adolescent girls: body surveillance and body shame.

Body surveillance is subsumed under the umbrella construct of objectified 
body consciousness, which is defined as “the tendency to view oneself as an 
object to be looked at and evaluated by others” (Lindberg et al., 2006, p. 65). 
Internalized sexualization should lead girls to view their bodies as the objects 
of others’ sexual desire. We thus expected to find a positive correlation 
between internalized sexualization and body surveillance (Hypothesis 1A). 
Because the ISS-Body subscale contains items pertaining to attitudes about 
the body, and body surveillance measures cognitions about one’s body, we 
predicted an especially strong, positive correlation between the ISS-Body 
subscale and the measure of body surveillance (Hypothesis 1B).

Body shame refers to the extent that people feel shame when their body 
does not meet cultural standards of beauty (Lindberg et al., 2006). We 
expected body shame to be associated with internalized sexualization 
(Hypothesis 2) for two reasons. The first reason involves social comparison 
processes (Martin & Kennedy, 1993). Because media images of sexualized 
women typically are idealized (e.g., via airbrushing), girls who value and 
emulate the sexual allure of such models are likely to be disappointed by the 
comparison of their own bodies to media images. Consistent with that notion, 
a meta-analysis by Grabe, Ward, and Hyde (2008) found that exposure to 
sexualized media positively predicted body shame among adult women. The 
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second reason concerns the clothing choices of girls with high levels of inter-
nalized sexualization. Such girls are likely to wear tight, skin-revealing cloth-
ing (see Study 1), which reveals rather than conceals flaws in one’s physique. 
Fredrickson and colleagues (1998) found that women experienced greater 
body shame while wearing a bathing suit (i.e., a skin-revealing outfit) versus 
wearing a sweater (i.e., a non-revealing outfit). For these reasons, we expected 
to find a strong, positive correlation between internalized sexualization and a 
measure of body shame.

There is also some evidence to suggest that internalized sexualization, 
body surveillance, and body shame will be interrelated. According to objec-
tification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), women’s socialization into 
the female gender role promotes the development of body surveillance. This 
body surveillance, in turn, leads to feelings of body shame (Moradi & Huang, 
2008). Therefore, we hypothesized that internalized sexualization will be 
linked to body shame, with body surveillance mediating this relation 
(Hypothesis 3).

Method

Participants. Participants were 235 racially diverse girls aged 10 to 15 
recruited from YMCA and volleyball summer camps (n = 133), after-school 
programs (n = 29), and a private middle school (n = 73) in the Southwestern 
United States. All girls between the ages of 10 and 15 enrolled at each site 
were invited to participate; participation rates averaged approximately 70% 
across programs. Although data on family income were not collected, these 
sites serve individuals from diverse economic backgrounds. Participants’ 
demographic characteristics appear in Table 1. Participants completed the 
measures in small group settings.

Measures
Internalized sexualization. Participants completed the ISS (McKenney & 

Bigler, 2010). The measure showed high internal reliability (see Table 2).

Body surveillance. To assess body surveillance, participants completed the 
4-item body surveillance subscale of the Objectified Body Consciousness 
Scale for Youth (OBC-Youth; Lindberg et al., 2006). Participants rated the 
extent to which they view their body from a third-person perspective (e.g., 
“During the day, I think about how I look many times.”) using a 7-point 
Likert scale. Higher scores indicate higher levels of body surveillance. The 
measure showed high internal reliability (see Table 2).
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Body shame. Participants completed the five-item body shame subscale of 
the OBC-Youth (Lindberg et al., 2006). Participants rated the extent to which 
they feel shame about their bodies (e.g., “I feel ashamed of myself when I 
haven’t made an effort to look my best.”) using a 7-point Likert scale. Higher 
scores indicate higher levels of body shame. The measure showed good inter-
nal reliability (see Table 2).

Results and Discussion

Internalized sexualization. Means, standard deviations, and Cronbach’s alphas 
for each ISS subscale are summarized in Table 2. Multiple regression models 
were used to assess possible variations in internalized sexualization across 
participants’ age and race/ethnicity. Specifically, age in years and race/eth-
nicity (dummy coded: 0 = European American; 1 = all other races/ethnici-
ties) were entered as predictor variables of each subscale of the ISS. Results 
are presented in Table 6. Replicating findings from Study 1 (see Study 1, 

Table 6. Results of Regression Models Predicting ISS Subscales (Study 2).

Unstandardized 
beta SE

Standardized 
beta t R2 F

ISS-Clothing .03 3.27*
 Age .11 .04 .17 2.54*  
 Race/ethnicity .06 .12 .03 0.53  
ISS-Body .04 4.80**
 Age .11 .03 .20 3.10**  
 Race/ethnicity .03 .10 .02 0.26  
ISS-Media .04 4.96**
 Age .14 .04 .20 3.14**  
 Race/ethnicity .05 .12 .03 0.43  
ISS-Peers .06 7.23**
 Age .15 .04 .24 3.77***  
 Race/ethnicity −.02 .11 −.01 −0.17  
ISS-Self-compromise .04 4.66*
 Age .10 .03 .19 2.97**  
 Race/ethnicity −.04 .10 −.03 −0.44  
ISS-Power .05 5.60**
 Age .12 .04 .22 3.34**  
 Race/ethnicity .003 .10 .002 0.03  

Note. ISS = Internalized Sexualization Scale.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Hypothesis 1), age positively predicted internalized sexualization for each of 
the ISS subscales. Race/ethnicity was unrelated to responding.

Psychological correlates. Means and standard deviations for each measure are 
summarized in Table 2. Correlation coefficients were computed among the 
ISS subscales and the measures of body surveillance and body shame. As 
expected based on prior work (see Moradi & Huang, 2008), all correlations 
among the ISS subscales and the measure of body surveillance were signifi-
cant (see Table 7). Correlations were moderate to high, suggesting internal-
ized sexualization is strongly related to experiencing body surveillance 
(Hypothesis 1A). We used Steiger’s Z test to compare the strength of the 
correlation coefficient between ISS-Body and body surveillance (r = .67) and 
the strength of the next highest correlation coefficient (between ISS-Power 
and body surveillance; r = .61). As expected, body surveillance correlated 
more strongly with the Body than Power subscale of the ISS (z = 1.89, p = 
.03; Hypothesis 1B). Furthermore, all of the ISS subscales were moderately 
to highly correlated with the measure of body shame (Hypothesis 2). The 
findings are consistent with objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 
1997) and empirical work conducted with adult women (e.g., McKinley & 
Hyde, 1996; Moradi & Huang, 2008).

Lastly, we used mediation analysis to examine relations among internal-
ized sexualization, body surveillance, and body shame (Hypothesis 3). 
Specifically, to test for the indirect effect of internalized sexualization on 
body shame via body surveillance, we conducted a bootstrapping procedure 
with 5,000 bootstrap resamples. Bootstrapping techniques of mediation are 

Table 7. Intercorrelations Among Variables (Study 2).

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. ISS-Clothing —  
2. ISS-Body .51*** —  
3. ISS-Media .60*** .70*** —  
4. ISS-Peers .39*** .54*** .54*** —  
5. ISS-Self-compromise .51*** .74*** .66*** .53*** —  
6. ISS-Power .54*** .79*** .66*** .54*** .74*** —
7. OBC-Surveillance .41*** .67*** .57*** .48*** .60*** .61***
8. OBC-Body shame .28*** .48*** .41*** .36*** .59*** .47***

Note. ISS = Internalized Sexualization Scale; OBC = Objectified Body Consciousness Scale for 
Youth.
***p < .001.
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preferred for small to medium sample sizes. The direct effect of internalized 
sexualization (global score) on body shame was partially mediated by body 
surveillance (i.e., the direct effect was reduced but remained significant; see 
Figure 1). An SPSS macro provided by Preacher and Hayes (2008) produces 
a bias-corrected 95% confidence interval of the estimate of the indirect effect. 
In the present analysis, the 95% confidence interval [0.29, 0.73] does not 
include zero, providing further evidence that body surveillance mediated the 
relation between internalized sexualization and body shame. These findings 
are consistent with the literature on self-objectification, which posits that 
body surveillance is a predictor of body shame (Moradi & Huang, 2008) and 
suggests that Fredrickson and Roberts’s (1997) theory concerning objectifi-
cation generalizes to early adolescent girls.

General Discussion

Sociological, psychological, and anthropological observations suggest that 
environmental messages indicating that girls and women should strive to be 
sexually attractive to males are common in contemporary U.S. culture (APA 
Task Force Report on the Sexualization of Girls, 2007; Downs & Smith, 
2010; Goodin et al., 2011; Zurbriggen & Roberts, 2013). A growing body of 
theoretical work, grounded in feminist and constructivist approaches to gen-
der development, argues that exposure to such messages is associated with 
internalized sexualization (i.e., the notion that being sexually attractive to 
males is an important aspect of one’s identity), which, in turn, produces nega-
tive outcomes among girls and women (see APA Task Force Report on the 
Sexualization of Girls, 2007; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Murnen & 

.32***1.54***

.49*** (.99***)

Internalized 
sexualization

Body 
surveillance

Body shame

Figure 1. Mediational model of direct and indirect effects of internalized 
sexualization on body shame as mediated by body surveillance.
Note. Value in parentheses indicates direct effect.
***p = .001.
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Smolak, 2013). The crucial aspect of this work that sets it apart from other 
work on girls’ and women’s concerns about appearance and the body is the 
focus on sexual attractiveness. Girls may develop a self-focus on a number of 
different aspects of their appearance (e.g., weight, skin complexion, muscu-
larity, grooming). These concerns, in turn, may be derived from different 
motivations (e.g., concerns with physical health, athletic performance, peer 
popularity). This work is important in suggesting that sexual attractiveness is 
a uniquely important aspect of the self for some girls as early as the beginning 
of adolescence.

Across two studies, we found evidence that some early adolescent girls 
appear to have internalized the belief that sexual attractiveness is an impor-
tant aspect of the self. Consistent with our hypothesis, older girls showed 
higher levels of internalized sexualization than younger girls. Although 
increased exposure to sexualized media is likely to contribute to age-related 
increases, maturational changes—especially puberty—may also play a role, 
a possibility that should be explored in future work. Importantly, we found 
evidence of internalized sexualization among girls from diverse racial and 
ethnic backgrounds. These data suggest that the sexualization of popular cul-
ture is affecting girls’ identity development, albeit experimental work evalu-
ating causal claims about the role of sociocultural factors in the development 
of internalized sexualization is needed. Research aimed at identifying factors 
that protect some girls from internalizing sexually objectifying messages 
about girls and women is also needed.

We hypothesized that internalized sexualization would serve as a predictor 
of sexualized appearance. As expected, internalized sexualization was a sta-
tistically significant predictor of sexualized appearance, even after control-
ling for age and temperature effects. Rather than being merely a fashion 
trend, our data suggest that sexualized clothing use is associated with holding 
concurrent sexualized beliefs about the self. The finding is consistent with 
theoretical and empirical work suggesting that individuals’ fashion choices 
consciously and unconsciously reflect important personality traits, personal 
beliefs, and values (Naumann et al., 2009). Research indicates that observers 
readily make inferences about others from their clothing clues (e.g., Borkenau 
& Liebler, 1992). Furthermore, some work suggests that adult women are 
aware of the messages communicated to others via the use of sexualized 
clothing. Grammer and colleagues (2004), for example, found that adult 
women’s sexualized clothing use was correlated with self-reported sexiness 
and thus they argued that, “women are aware of the signal value of their 
clothing” (p. 72). Girls’ knowledge of others’ understanding of the meanings 
conveyed (or not) by sexualized clothing is unknown.
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In addition, there are likely to be important—but as yet unstudied—conse-
quences of adopting sexualized clothing for girls’ interpersonal interactions. 
It is possible that internalized sexualization is associated with early initiation 
of sexual activity. Consistent with this notion, a study of Belgian adolescents 
by Vandenbosch and Eggermont (2014) found that (a) body surveillance was 
positively related to the initiation of French kissing and (b) valuing appear-
ance over competence was positively related to the initiation of sexual inter-
course among youth between the ages of 12 and 18. Educational programs 
that include information and opportunities for discussion about sexualized 
appearance, such as the Sexualization Protest, Action, Resistance, Knowledge 
(SPARK) program, are likely to be valuable for adolescent girls and boys 
(Brown, 2011).

We also hypothesized that internalized sexualization would relate to two 
psychological correlates concerning one’s own body. As expected, internal-
ized sexualization was positively related to both body surveillance and body 
shame. Furthermore, the strength of these relations differed in expected ways, 
with body surveillance relating most strongly to the ISS subscale tapping 
sexualized attitudes about the female body. We also found that body surveil-
lance partially mediates the relation between internalized sexualization and 
body shame, lending support to objectification theory (Fredrickson & 
Roberts, 1997). These data replicate and extend existing empirical work, 
including Liss, Erchull, and Ramsey’s (2011) finding that adult women’s 
enjoyment of sexualization predicted body surveillance and shame. The 
socio-emotional and cognitive development of adolescent girls who believe 
that being sexually attractive is an important component of their identity is 
likely to be hindered in a host of ways by their heightened level of body sur-
veillance and shame (see Zurbriggen & Roberts, 2013).

There are, of course, important limitations to these studies. We did not 
obtain information about participants’ socioeconomic status, body mass 
index (BMI), pubertal development, and sexual orientation. It is possible 
that the relations among internalized sexualization and its correlates differ 
across these characteristics. In addition, although we assessed internalized 
sexualization among ethnically diverse adolescents, cell sizes did not permit 
us to test for variations in internalized sexualization across the ethnic groups 
represented within the sample, nor to test the strength of association among 
internalized sexualization and its correlates within ethnic groups. 
Additionally, we measured internalized sexualization and its correlates only 
among girls. The effect of the sexualization of the female gender role on 
boys’ attitudes and beliefs is an important and understudied topic (see 
Daniels & Wartena, 2011). Finally, we examined only a small set of corre-
lates of internalized sexualization. It will be important for future work to (a) 
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replicate the relations found here using alternative methods, (b) examine 
additional possible correlates, and (c) assess temporal and causal relations 
among internalized sexualization and its behavioral and psychological cor-
relates. For example, it seems especially important to assess the possible 
consequences of internalized sexualization for the development of healthy 
sexuality (Chillman, 1990). Girls with high levels of internalized sexualiza-
tion may define their sexual selves in terms of what is appealing to others (as 
determined by standards of sexiness within a patriarchal society) instead of 
what is appealing to themselves (Tolman, 2002) and thus may engage in 
earlier and riskier sexual activities than girls with less sexualized identities 
(Impett, Schooler, & Tolman, 2006). A second important area for investiga-
tion concerns factors that might put girls at especially strong risk of internal-
izing cultural messages that sexualize girls and women, including family 
income, family structure, physical and sexual maltreatment, and so on. 
Despite the limitations of the data reported here, we believe that the work 
contributes to the important goal of understanding the ways in which the 
sexualization of U.S. culture may affect young girls and can facilitate the 
development of policies and programs that promote healthy development 
among both girls and boys.

Appendix

Internalized Sexualization Scale.

Subscale Item

Clothinga How much do you want to wear 
these shorts?c

How much do you want to wear 
this bra?c

How much do you want to wear 
this t-shirt?c

(continued)
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Subscale Item

How much do you want to wear 
this underwear?c

How much do you want to wear 
this bathing suit?c

How much do you want to wear 
this tank top?c

How much do you want to wear 
these shoes?c

Body If a woman has small breasts, it would be natural for her to want 
surgery to make them bigger.d

I think that wearing makeup can improve the way a girl looks.d

It is important to me to look hot everyday.d

How a girl looks is one of the most important things about her.d

I like to wear clothing that makes me look hot.d

If a girl has large breasts, she should wear clothing that shows 
them off.d

If I could, I would get surgery to improve my body.d

Appendix (continued)

(continued)
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Subscale Item

Mediab How much do you want to watch a show titled “‘The Lives of 
Fashion Models’—A reality show about fashion shows and the 
lives of fashion models?”e

How much do you want to watch a show titled “‘Tight Jeans and 
Prom Queens’—A show about high school girls who want to be 
pretty, popular, and get boyfriends?”e

How much do you want to read a magazine article titled “How to 
get a boy to like you?”f

How much do you want to read a magazine article titled “Makeup 
tips for middle school girls?”f

If I were to upload pictures of myself to the internet, I would 
make sure that I looked hot.d

Peers My friends are “boy-crazy.”d

My friends often talk about which boys in our class like which 
girls.d

My friends sometimes say mean things about girls who they think 
are unattractive.d

My friends give each other tips on how to look cuter.d

My friends often talk about the appearance of other girls in our 
class.d

My friends give each other tips on how to get a boyfriend.d

Self-
compromise

I would kiss a boy who is cute and popular even if I didn’t like him 
that much.d

I have dieted (or considered dieting) so that boys will think that I 
look hot.d

I would hang out with a boy I didn’t like if he were really 
popular.d

I wake up early to put on makeup, even though I would rather 
sleep in.d

If a boy I liked told me that he liked my hair a certain way, I 
would change it for him.d

I would wear a shirt my friends say looks hot on me, even if I 
didn’t like how much skin was showing.d

I hate to exercise, but I do it anyway so that I look cuter to 
boys.d

I have spent my allowance money on makeup or clothing instead 
of other things that I want.d

Appendix (continued)

(continued)
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Subscale Item

Power I have wanted to look hot so that I can be popular.d

I can get boys to do what I want when I flirt with them.d

The best way to get a boy to like you is to look hot.d

I can get boys to do what I want when I look hot.d

The best way to get a boy to like you is to flirt with him.d

It can be good to have large breasts to get boys to do what you 
want.d

I have used my looks to get people’s attention.d

aThe full subscale includes nonsexualized and moderately sexualized distractor items that can 
be obtained from the authors.
bThe full subscale includes nonsexualized distractor items that can be obtained from the 
authors.
Response options:
cReally don’t want to wear (1), sort of don’t want to wear (2), neutral (3), sort of want to 
wear (4), really want to wear (5).
dStrongly disagree (1), disagree (2), neutral (3), agree (4), strongly agree (5).
eReally don’t want to watch (1), sort of don’t want to watch (2), neutral (3), sort of want to 
watch (4), really want to watch (5).
fReally don’t want to read (1), sort of don’t want to read (2), neutral (3), sort of want to read 
(4), really want to read (5).

Appendix (continued)
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